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Preface 


The reprinting of this book coincides with the worldwide 
observance of the two-hundredth anniversary of the abolition 
of the trans-Atlantic trade in captive Africans. The United 
Nations General Assembly held a solemn ceremony on 26 
March 2007 to commemorate the passing, on 25 March 1807, 
by Parliament, of the Slave Trade Act. 

The Act prohibited British ships from transporting human cargo 
and participating in the trade. By that time, however, untold 
millions had perished in the trade, a crime against humanity 
which, for centuries, shaped the history of Africa, the Americas, 
the Caribbean and, to some extent, Western Europe. 

Professor Rex Nettleford, Vice-Chancellor Emeritus of the 
University of the West Indies, addressed the ceremony drawing 
attention to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Slave Route Project which aimed 
to break the silence surrounding the trans-Atlantic slave trade. 

The General Assembly was also addressed by Mr Denzil 
Douglas, Prime Minister of Saint Kitts and Nevis, who spoke 
on behalf of the Caribbean Community, the regional bloc that 
had helped push through the resolution that led to the United 
Nations recognition of the end of the trans-Atlantic trade. 

It is fitting that this important book should be reprinted on 
such an occasion. Themes in African-Guyanese History has 
been one of the most important books of Guyanese history 
but, unfortunately, went out of print. Its reappearance is 
most welcome. 

David A. Granger 
June 2008 
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Introduction 


This book focuses on some of the major developments in the 
history of the African-Guyanese from the time of their arrival in 
what were then the Dutch colonies of E^ssequibo and Berblce in 
the first half of the seventeenth century to the present day. The 
term Alrican-Guyanese is used to refer to residents of African 
descent of the area which constitutes the modern Republic of 
Guyana on the north coast of South America. It is generally em¬ 
ployed in this text in preference to other synonymous terms such 
as Afro-Guyanese, Negroes. Blacks and Creoles. Similarly, the 
term ‘plantation’ is often used instead of ‘estates’ and ‘Guyana’ is 
utilised except in circumstances which clearly demand the use of 
‘British Guiana.' 

Most Afiican-Guyanese today are descendants of slaves who were 
victims of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the forced migration of 
millions of Africans especially from West Africa to the Americas 
from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries. A tiny minority of 
them, however, are the descendants of a relatively small number 
of Africans (estimated at about 14.000) who came to Guyana in 
the post-Emancipatlon period, especially from Sierra Leone, be¬ 
tween 1838 and 1865. 

Understandably, this book begins with a focus on the African 
background of the slaves who were brought to Essequibo, Berblce 
and, after 1746. Demerara. These African slaves were not un¬ 
civilised barbarians, as some European writers assumed and 
asserted. Rather, they were members of societies which had been 
distinguished by significant achievements. They were therefore 
able to make a valuable contribution to the land to which they 
were taken against their will after a traumatic journey across the 
Atlcuitic. 

This trans-Atlantic slave trade to Guyana which ended in 1807 
is the focus of the second chapter which deals with an important 
but neglected aspect of the subject, namely, the volume of the 


xii 


Themes In Afrtcan-Guyanese History 



Introduction 


traffic to Guyana. Unlike many other territories in the Carib¬ 
bean. notably Jamaica and Cuba, the slave trade to Guyana was 
comparatively small, especially in view of the size of the territory 
and its Insistent demand for slave labour. This e?q>lains the rela¬ 
tively small size of Guyana’s population during the period of slav¬ 
ery. This paucity of population, though enhanced by the influx of 
a considerable number of other immigrants after the abolition of 
slavery in 1834. has remained one of the salient features of the 
country’s demography, adversely affecting its development. 


Slaves who survived the Atlantic crossing found themselves forced 
to live in societies where they were regarded primarily as prop¬ 
erty and units of production subject to the authoritarian control 
of masters who. for the most part, were a law unto themselves. 
Though conditions of life varied among different categories of 
slaves such as field labourers, artisans and domestics, the lot of 
all slaves was extremely difficult. Apart from hard work, slaves 
were victims of numerous other abuses, including restrictions in 
movement, cruel punishment, a diet which was deficient in qual¬ 
ity and quantity, insufficient clothing and many other material 
and social burdens which characterised slave life. These issues 
are examined in detail in the third chapter, entitled "Slave Soci¬ 
ety during the Dutch Regime." in which some of the distinguish¬ 
ing conditions of slavery in Guyana, compared with the rest of 
the Caribbean, are highlighted. 

The slave ancestors of the modern African-Guyanese responded 
in a variety of ways to their terrible plight. For example, they 
resisted slavery day by day by actions which were often not rec¬ 
ognised by their masters as forms of resistance and are difficult 
to quantify. These actions, often described as "passive resist¬ 
ance" by scholars, included malin^ring. insolence, the damag¬ 
ing of tools and other plantation equipment, other forms of sabo¬ 
tage. the feigning of illness, theft, abortion and infanticide. They 
also resorted to more positive methods of resistance such as the 
poisoning of masters, arson, flight and armed rebellion. 


Armed rebellion was the response most feared by the slaveowning 
class, for it posed the most formidable threat to their lives and 
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property. Slave rebellions, however, were comparatively rare in 
Guyana and most other slave societies In the Americas. This 
lack of frequency was due to the fact that rebellions were difficult 
to organise without being discovered by masters, were virtually 
doomed to failure because of the superior military power and 
other advantages possessed by the slaveholding class, and re- 
suited in the imposition of severe punishment on the rebels, es¬ 
pecially the leaders. 

Nevertheless. Guyana experienced two of the most massive slave 
uprisings witnessed in the Americas. These two rebellions are 
discussed in Chapters Four and Five, with special attention be¬ 
ing directed to the causes, course and consequences of the re¬ 
volts. The first uprising began in February 1763 in the colony of 
Berblce and lasted for a little more than a year. Apart from the 
successful revolt in Saint Domingue in the 1790s, this Berblce 
rebellion came nearer to overthrowing white rule and achieving 
the emancipation of the slaves and the establishment of a Black 
independent state than any other slave uprising in the history of 
the Americas. After experiencing significant success in the initial 
phase, however, the Berblce Revolt ultimately ended in failure. 


Sixty years later, another massive revolt, involving about 11.000 
to 12,000 slaves, occurred on the East Coast of Demerara. This 
revolt in 1823 was the second of three major rebellions staged 
by slaves in the British West Indies in the early decades of the 
nineteenth century. It followed in the wake of an uprising in Bar¬ 
bados in 1816 and preceded an even more massive insurrection 
in Jamaicain 1831. The rebellion by the African-Guyanese slaves 
in 1823 and the 1831 Jamaican revolt played an important role 
in helping to persuade the British Government to pass an act in 
1833 abolishing slavery in British Guiana and the rest of the 
British Caribbean with effect from 1 August 1834. 


Instead of becoming completely free Immediately, however, the 
slaves were required to work for their masters for another four 
or six years under a system called ‘Apprenticeship", which was. 
in fact, a modified form of slavery. Eventually there was an early 
termination of Apprenticeship and all the African-Guyanese ap- 
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prentices and their counterparts elsewhere in the British West 
Indies were granted full freedom on 1 August 1838. Bmancipa* 
tion on 1 August 1838 is perhaps the single most important event 
in the history of the African-Guyanese. It ushered in major 
changes in the lives not only of African-Guyanese but also of the 
entire society. One of the most obvious and significant changes 
was demographic. 


The expectation and then the reality of an exodus of ex-appren¬ 
tices from the plantations after Emancipation to seek some meas¬ 
ure of independence resulted in the importation by planters from 
1835 of thousands of Indentured workers, especially Portuguese. 
East Indians and Chinese. The aim of the planters was to secure 
a cheap, immobile, easily controllable labour force as an alterna¬ 
tive to the African-Guyanese. This immigration led to the emer¬ 
gence in Guyana of a multi-ethnic society comprised of six races 
instead of the three groups - Amerindians. Africans and Europe¬ 
ans - present in 1834. As a result, the African-Guyanese. who 
enjoyed a niunerical preponderance in 1834, saw that dominance 
progressively undermined. By 1911. the racial balance of the 
Guyanese p>opulatlon had shifted to a numerical preponderance 
ofEast Indians over African-Guyanese culminating by 1988, 150 
years after Emancipation, in an estimated 20 per cent difference 
in the proportion of the total accruing to these two principal eth¬ 
nic groups. 

These important demographic issues are discussed in Chapter 
Eight, which is entitled ‘The African-Guyanese Demographic Tran¬ 
sition : An Analysis of Growth Trends. 1838-1988." The major 
phases in the social demography of the African-Guyanese popu¬ 
lation are traced and this population’s dominant characteristics, 
especially its migratory behaviour and its low fecundity, are em¬ 
phasised. Particularly striking is the fact that a preponderance 
of deaths over births contributed, until 1918. to a negative growth 
in the African-Guyanese population. 


An appreciation of these demographic developments is crucial to 
an understanding of the social and economic history of the Afri¬ 
can-Guyanese after 1838. Emancipation was a great challenge 
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to both the African^Guyanese ex>apprentices and the White ex* 
masters. It offered the ex-apprentices a welcome opportunity for 
economic and social advancement and for exercising greater con¬ 
trol over their future, while it threatened to undermine the sta¬ 
tus. way of life and economic aspirations and prospects of the 
ex-masters. A struggle for supremacy ensued between these two 
ethnic groups or classes with competing, contradictory interests. 
This struggle took place especially in the economic and social 
spheres. Both groups fought for control of the economy, realis¬ 
ing that the key to such control was the possession of land and 
good drainage. The Whites emerged victorious in the struggle 
and the African-Guyanese experienced economic and social sub¬ 
ordination. 


This important conflict for economic and social control or su¬ 
premacy is analysed in Chapter Six on 'The Social and Economic 
Subordination of the Guyanese Creoles after Emancipation.*’ The 
White victors in this conflict proflted from their possession of a 
virtual monopoly of local political power and support from the 
political and military power of the Imperial state. In striking 
contrast, most African-Guyanese. in particular the ex-apprentices, 
had no political voice, for the quallflcations for both the fran¬ 
chise and the membership of the political institutions were de¬ 
liberately fixed beyond their reach. 

White planters in particular used their privileged political posi¬ 
tion to restrict the access of African-Guyanese to land and credit 
and to impose on them burdensome discriminatory taxes and 
licences in order to hinder or limit their economic activity. They 
also utilised the support of the local government eventually to 
seize control of the administration of the African-Guyanese vil¬ 
lages which were established after 1838 and over which initially 
they had little if any influence. The crucial importance of the 
possession of political power by the Whites in realising and main¬ 
taining the economic, social and political subjugation of the Afri¬ 
can-Guyanese after Emancipation is the central theme of Chap¬ 
ter Nine which is entitled “African-Guyanese Political 
Disempowerment during the Nineteenth Century.” 
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The White plantocracy was able to preserve its control over the 
Colony’s political system until 1891 when, lar^ly in response to 
pressure from middle-class African-Guyanese, some modest 
changes were made in the Constitution of the Colony. As a result 
of these changes, the political power of the planters was eroded 
progressively and fell Increasingly into the hands of African- 
Guyanese and coloured politicians. This shift of power into the 
hands of the African-Guyanese disturbed the planters, the local 
officials and the metropolitan authorities so much that eventu¬ 
ally, in 1928. this trend was checked by the introduction of Crown 
Colony Government, the subject of Chapter TWelve. 

In short, the lives of the African-Guyanese after Emancipation 
were distinguished by a relentless political, economic and social 
Struve. In the decade immediately after Emancipation they were 
engaged in a battle with the White planters for control of the la¬ 
bour market. This struggle was most evident in the occurrence 
in 1842 and 1848 of two general strikes which are discussed in 
Chapter Seven. The efforts of the strikers were successful in 
1842. but were defeated in 1848. when the planters used East 
Indian immigrants as strike-breakers. This defeat in 1848 was 
a serious set-back to. and a major turning-point in. the affairs of 
the African-Guyanese labouring population. It illustrated that 
the planters' programme of immigration had begun to achieve its 
objective of lowering wages and breaking the African-Guyanese 
control of the labour market. Thereafter, immigrants were used 
increasingly to free the planters from their dependence on the 
African-Guyanese labour force. 

Thus, by 1848. the planters had re-established their ascendancy 
over the African-Guyanese labouring population. They consoli¬ 
dated this dominance in the latter half of the century. African- 
Guyanese labourers became increasingly less important to the 
plantations. Yet. they had only a few options such as migration 
to the villages or towns, squatting in the interior or remaining on 
the plantations on disadvantageous terms dictated by the 
plantocracy. Many dissatisfied African-Guyanese drifted to the 
towns, especially as the peasant village economies began to fail. 
They, however, found life in Georgetown, in particular, unenvi- 
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able with low wages, a high level of unemployment and under- 
employment, and a high cost of living. Their struggle against 
these conditions was punctuated by major protests such as the 
abortive one in 1905 which Is the subject of Chapter Ten. 

The African-Guyanese workers, especially those in Georgetown, 
gradually realised that their best hope of advancement was to 
become organised. This led eventually to the formation of the 
Colony’s first trade union, the British Guiana Labour Union, in 
1919. This Union was able to achieve some significant benefits 
for workers, but the formidable obstacles which it had to face 
ensured that its success was limited. Nevertheless, the birth 
and subsequent growth of the trade union movement, examined 
in Chapter Eleven, were Important developments in the history 
of the Colony as a whole, and African-Guyanese in particular. 

The limited success of the trade unions helped to make African- 
Guyanese and other workers become convinced that to improve 
their lot they also needed to gain access to political power and to 
secure an end to colonial rule. As Chapter Fo\irteen illustrates. 
African-Guyanese played an important role in the establishment 
and development of political organisations designed to secure 
constitutional changes to satisfy these aspirations. Eventually, 
their efforts were successful. African-Guyanese workers became 
eligible to vote in national elections and to sit in the legislature in 
1953. when universal adult suffrage was granted and the dis¬ 
criminatory income and property qualifications for entry into the 
legislature were removed. They were also prominent in the na¬ 
tionalist struggle which culminated in the Colony's attainment of 
political independence from Britain in May 1966. African- 
Guyanese women were very active in these political struggles, as 
is emphasised and illustrated in Chapter Thirteen on “Women in 
Guyanese Politics. 1812-1964." 

African-Guyanese hoped and expected that Independence would 
serve to enhance their lot. This optimism was understandable, 
for the ruling party, the People’s National Congress, was led by 
African-Guyanese and was believed to be particularly committed 
to the welfare of the African-Guyanese. These hopes and aspira- 
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tions. however, did not materialise. Many Airican-Guyanese even¬ 
tually became disillusioned and dissatisfied with the Government 
whose policies impacted negatively on their welfare. These is¬ 
sues are discussed in Chapter Fifteen on “State Capitalism in 
Guyana : An Assessment of Burnham’s Cooperative Socialist 
Republic." 

After over three decades of Independence, there has not been any 
significant improvement in the economic conditions of many Af¬ 
rican-Guyanese. In fact, their plight is one of the disturbing fea¬ 
tures of modem Guyana. This contemporary problem is ad¬ 
dressed in the final chapter which is entitled "The Situation of 
African-Guyanese in the Economy." 

Many of the chapters in this book have appeared earlier else¬ 
where. mostly in publications which are little-known and are 
somewhat inaccessible. Several of them, however, have been 
written or revised expressly for inclusion in this work. The book 
seeks to deal in a more or less balanced way with the phases into 
which historians have often divided Guyanese history, namely, 
the pre-Emanclpation period, which ended in 1838; the post- 
Emancipation period during the remainder of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury: the pre-Independence period which ended in 1966; and the 
post-Independence period during the remainder of the twentieth 
century. The period of Dutch rule from about 1616 to 1796. a 
neglected era in many historical works, has been accorded bet¬ 
ter treatment than is normally the case. Similarly, more atten¬ 
tion has been devoted to developments in the twentieth century 
than has been given in most accounts of Guyanese histoiy. 

Nevertheless, this book is not a history of the entire African- 
Guyanese experience. Its contents focus on the political, eco¬ 
nomic and social dimensions of that experience, largely to the 
neglect of cultural history. There is certainly scope for the publi¬ 
cation of a supplementary volume dealing with social and cul¬ 
tural history. It is hoped that this book will inspire research that 
will result in many other publications, including an authoritative 
comprehensive account of the entire history of the African- 
Guyanese from the early seventeenth century to the present. 
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Map 1: General Map of Guyana in the late Twentieth Century 
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Part I 


Pre-Emancipation Period 



1: The Societies of Western Africa on the Eve 

of the Atlantic Slave Trade 

by 

Alvin O. Thompson 


It is well known that the vast majority of slaves who reached the 
Americas came from western Africa and. more particularly, from 
the stretch of coastline and related hinterland between modern 
Senegal and modern Angola. At the time of the commencement 
of the Atlantic slave trade, little was known and much was as> 
sumed by Europeans about the nature of these societies. In gen* 
eral, Europeans assumed that Africans were 'primitive', ‘savage’ 
and the like. 


About two centuries before Charles Darwin wrote his Origin of 
the Species, some Europeans were debating the genetic relation- 
ship between Africans and certain creatures living, or believed to 
be living, in Africa. Thus. Europeans wrote about ‘satyrs’ and 
‘gorgons’ existing in western Africa. They wondered whether go¬ 
rillas were ‘ap>e-like men’ or ‘men-like apes’. One writer, speak¬ 
ing about albinos in Loango. suggested that they were the prod¬ 
ucts of unions between African women and the Devil. Various 
other writers of the period declared that there were such mar¬ 
vels as snakes about a mile long, men whose heads were beneath 
their shoulders and women whose breasts were larger than the 
udders of goats. 

Concerning the physical features of the West African environment, 
one view which gained much currency was that seversil parts of it 
were so hot that at times fire could be seen issuing upwards and 
that the rivers and seas sometimes appeared to be liquid fire. 
Before the Europeans passed Cape Bojador on the western Sa¬ 
haran coast in 1434, they believed that the region south of that 
landmark was the haunt of demons and that no European who 
went southwards would ever return. Although this myth was 
exploded by the Portuguese voyage of 1434. many of the other 
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myths remained. Some Indeed were reinforced by so-caUed first¬ 
hand accounts of travellers. 

Concerning slavery and the slave trade, it was generally believed 
that these were quite prevalent and. in fact, large-scale, at the 
time of the European advent. Even as late as the mid-twentieth 
century few writers questioned these assumptions about slavery 
and the slave trade. Particularly during the period of the aboli¬ 
tion of the British slave trade, pro-slavery interests expressed 
the view that the vast majority of Africans lived under the most 
abject conditions of slavery and poverty, and that their lords or 
masters could dispose of them with impunity. 

The anti-slavery interests never attempted seriously to refute these 
charges. They focussed their attention upon the imtold horrors 
of the slave trade in Africa and the equally horrifying effects of 
slavery in the Americas. Though more recent scholarship has 
attempted to address the issues relating to African slavery and 
the early African slave trade, the myths regarding these aspects 
of early western African history die hard. 

To be fair, it must be pointed out that there were a few contempo¬ 
rary European writers who saw and wrote about positive aspects 
of the societies in western Africa. Indeed, it is to these writers 
that we sometimes have to turn to rebut many of the derogatory 
statements about these societies. But the fact Is that the views of 
these early writers gained little currency in contemporary Euro¬ 
pean discussions about Africa. Sometimes these writers them¬ 
selves undermined the value of their works by placing major em¬ 
phasis on what they regarded as negative aspects of western Afri¬ 
can societies. This essay therefore attempts to look at certain 
aspects of the societies in question, with a view to highlighting 
their achievements around the time of the advent of the Atlantic 
slave trade. It is not intended, however, to ignore (or overlook) 
the weaknesses in these societies. 

Western Africa is a very large area, covering roughly 12.741.344 
square kilometres of territory. It can be divided into two main 
vegetational zones. These are the savannah and grassland areas. 
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The grasslands are located mainly In the western and central 
Sudan, that is. the area directly south of the Sahara desert. There 
is also an area of savannah around the upper reaches of the Kasai 
and Lualaba rivers and most of the Kwango river, tributaries of 
the Congo (Zaire) river. The forest areas He adjacent to the 
savannahs. 


Grassland areas are usually more congenial to human habita¬ 
tion and the development of stratlfted societies. This was cer¬ 
tainly the case in western Africa. The earliest states and empires 
were founded there. Between roughly A.D. 500 and A.D. 16(X). 
three major empires existed in the western section of the savan¬ 
nah. They were the empires of Ghana. Mali and Songhai. The 
Mali empire succeeded that of Ghana, and the Songhai empire 
that of Mall. Each empire was larger than its predecessor, but 
lasted for a shorter period of time. At the time of the European 
advent into West Africa, the Songhai empire was at its height. 
(But the Europeans had also heard of the Mali empire, and of its 
famous ruler. Mansa Musa, who ruled between A.D. 1307 and 
A.D. 1337.). The Songhai empire was destroyed, while still a 
virile empire, through a daring expedition sent against it by the 
ruler of Morocco in 1591. The Moroccans introduced firearms 
for the first time into West Africa, at least as a combat weapon. 
This, plus tactical errors on the part of the Songhai rulers. M to 
the demise of the empire and the emergence of a number of small 
states contending for independence and supremacy. 


A little further to the east of the empires mentioned above, lay 
the somewhat smaller but also significant empire of Kanem- 
Bomo. This empire was founded around A.D. 800 and contin¬ 
ued to exist until the 1890$ when it was subjected to French 
imperialism. It was under the rule of a single dynasty from its 
foimdation until 1846. It is therefore the empire with the longest 
dynastic rule in the history of mankind. This suggests that the 
empire, in spite of the many vicissitudes it experienced, possessed 
a remarkable degree of resilience and adaptability. 


Apart from the empires noted above, there were a number of 
smaller states in existence in the savannah region before 16(X). 
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Among these should be mentioned those In Hausaland (in the 
northern part of modern Nigeria). Gonja, Yatenga, Mossi and 
Dagomba (in present-day Mali and Upper Volta) and Oyo (in 
modern Yorubaland). 

The forest regions experienced the beginnings of state- and em¬ 
pire-building at a later point in time than the savannah areas. It 
is thought that migrants with state-building ideas moving south 
and south-west from the main centres of power in the savannah 
areas, contributed in a significant way to the process of state- 
building in the forest areas. At any rate, by the thirteenth cen¬ 
tury. this process was clearly visible in a number of areas. By 
the sixteenth century, a congeries of states of varying sizes ex¬ 
isted in various parts of the Guinea forest. Among these were 
the Mande kingdom of Sierra Leone, the Fante and Asante states 
of modern Ghana, and the states of Benin and Ife in southern 
Nigeria. Benin was the largest and most important of these at 
the time of the Hrst European contacts with the Guinea coast. 

Further south, in the area of modern Congo and Angola, the proc¬ 
ess of state development was also discernible in a number of 
Instances. By the thirteenth century, and perhaps earlier, small 
Luba-Lunda states, as they were called, were in existence. By 
the sixteenth century, a few of them had become strong and sta¬ 
ble but the largest and most stable of the kingdoms was that 
known as the Kongo kingdom. The Portuguese struck up a friend¬ 
ship with the kingdom, as they did also with Benin. In the proc¬ 
ess. the former disintegrated under the Impact of the slave trade, 
while the latter atrophied, partly as a result of this trade. How¬ 
ever, it was still in existence at the time of the British conquest of 
the area in the late nineteenth century. 

It can be seen from the above that many areas of western Africa 
had arrived at fairly sophisticated levels of political stratiflca- 
tion, as was true also of other parts of Africa. The large empires 
were divided into a number of states or provinces. Varying de¬ 
grees of autonomy were allowed to these segments. It is true that 
from time to time the empires experienced a number of revolts, 
but it is equally true that they were usually able to put down 
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these revolts and to hold their territories intact for long periods. 
For instance, the ancient empire of Ghana existed for at least 
700 years; Mall for about 200 years; Songhai for about 150 years; 
and Borno for about 1.100 years. Some smaller states, such as 
those in Hausaland and Benin, existed for about 500 years or 
more. It is therefore obvious, contrary to the suggestion of some 
writers, that the rulers of these states and empires were able to 
devise mechanisms of control to maintain their territorial and 
political sovereignty for long periods. 

All the states and empires mentioned above had councils of gov¬ 
ernment (equivalent to modern cabinets), civil servants, laws 
governing the communities, and clearly defined sources of in¬ 
come. For instance, the Mall and Songhai empires had minis¬ 
ters of government who were in charge of the rivers, customs, 
production, etc. They had a large retinue of tax collectors. Gov¬ 
ernment revenue was derived not only from tribute and customs, 
but from long-distance trade. This last aspect will receive fur¬ 
ther attention later on. It should be pointed out. however, that 
the known wealth of the western Sudan, particularly in gold, be¬ 
came a focus of envy and attention by the rulers of Morocco on 
the one hand and Portugal on the other. Several early Portuguese 
voyages were directed to capturing and controlling the gold-bear¬ 
ing areas. The Moroccan invasion of Songhai in 1591 was also 
directed mainly towards this end. At an earlier period. Arabs 
and Berbers from North Africa and the Middle East were attracted 
to the area, in search of trade. 

The discussion so far has centred around the development of 
states and empires in western Africa. The capacity of peoples to 
build large states and empires is often viewed as an important 
yardstick in judging their advance from ‘barbarism’ to ‘civilisa¬ 
tion’. By this yardstick, several African communities of the pe¬ 
riod under discussion would have to be classified as ‘civilised’. 
However, it is not the intention here to employ this dubious stand¬ 
ard of measurement. A number of western African communities 
of the period never developed systems of political (and social) 
stratification as those mentioned earlier, but this did not make 
them less civilised than those which did. 
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Several communities along the seaboard did not develop hl^ly 
stratified political systems up to 1600. They developed ‘seg¬ 
mented* or ‘stateless* societies. By this Is meant that they devel¬ 
oped communities which lacked hereditary and clearly defined 
hierarchical political and social structures. This was true of the 
Balantas of Upper Guinea, and the Ibo (I^o) and Ibiblo of Lower 
Guinea. In fact, the Ibo stoutly maintained their system of ‘vil¬ 
lage democracies* (as they are sometimes called) up to the time 
of the British conquest of the area. They revolted during the 
colonial period when the British tried to unite their vllla^s into 
larger political entitles. 

The point that is being made here Is that western African socie¬ 
ties displayed a wide spectrum of political and social organisa¬ 
tion. ranging from empires on the one hand to stateless societies 
on the other. Though political fissioning and fragmentation were 
a part of the history of the region, the dominant tendency was 
towards political unification and enlargement, at the time of the 
European advent. 

At the level of economic organisation, a similar variety was no¬ 
ticed. The larger states and empires derived their revenue from 
a variety of sources, including tribute from subordinate groups, 
customs duties, royal monopolies over certain items of produc¬ 
tion or trade, and agricultural settlements. These communities 
usually participated in long-distance trade which linked them 
ultimately with North Africa, the Mediterranean and the Indian 
Ocean. There were four main trade routes which linked the West 
African states of the Sudan with North Africa, though the impor¬ 
tance of each route changed as time went by. The trans-Saharan 
trade which developed Involved the transport of goods which were 
in demand by rich people and were highly priced. The main 
items exported from West Africa were gold, ivory, ostrich feath¬ 
ers. leather, kola nuts and slaves. Gold was by far the most im¬ 
portant export. The region imported, in return, such items as 
horses, coats-of-mail. swords and glassware. 

The lucrative nature of the trade can be gathered from the fact 
that North African and Middle Eastern merchants established 
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trading centres in Western Africa, some of which later became 
fairly large cities. Among these should be mentioned Jenne and 
Timbuktu. The trade led to an accumulation of large amounts of 
wealth by certain individuals. For instance. Mansa Musa, em¬ 
peror of Mall in the fourteenth century, took with him on a pil¬ 
grimage to Mecca 100 camel loads of gold and 500 pages, each 
bearing a gold staff weighing about four pounds. It is said that 
Askla Mohammed, the most famous of the Songhal emperors, 
was even more prodigal in his display of wealth on his pilgrim¬ 
age to Mecca in the fifteenth century. There is also on record the 
case of a merchant involved in the trans-Saharan trade writing a 
cheque in Morocco in the tenth century for 42,000 dinars (the 
currency of the day), that is. about US$120,000. 

Up to the time of the European contact with West Africa via the 
Atlantic, the exclusive orientation of the export trade was towards 
the Sahara and North Africa. This explains, to a great extent, 
why the largest kingdoms of that region emerged in the savannah 
rather than the forest areas. They were more strat^cally placed 
to engross the trade and to use the wealth accruing therefrom to 
strengthen further their kingdoms. Even in the heyday of the 
Atlantic slave trade, the northern trade remained an Important 
factor in the export trade of the region. Apart from the export 
trade, there was a considerable amount of trade being carried on 
between the various states and empires of western Africa. In 
fact, in terms of volume, variety and importance of goods this 
trade was much more significant than the export trade to the 
communities as a whole. A large number of trade routes criss¬ 
crossed western Africa by 1600, linking the territories with one 
another both vertically and horizontally. Caravans or itinerant 
trading groups spent sometimes as long as one year away from 
their homelands, indulging in long-distance trade. They bought 
and sold commodities as they Journeyed. The Hausa and Diula 
were the most well-known of these traders in West Africa. 

Associated with these trade routes were the markets which de¬ 
veloped in all parts of western Africa. The market centres were 
mainly of two kinds. There were the emporia, such as Jenne. 
Gao and Timbuktu, which became distribution centres for both 
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local and exotic goods to other parts of western Africa. There 
were also smaller markets conducted weekly (or at short Inter¬ 
vals) in the more rural areas. The market economy played a 
significant role in the overall economic life of western African 
societies. 

What has been stated above is not intended to suggest that west¬ 
ern African economies were more of an exchange nature than a 
subsistence one. Subsistence production remained the domi¬ 
nant feature of the economy for a long time after 1600. However, 
long before that date, the exchange economy had come into exist¬ 
ence and formed a significant element in the economic life of the 
region. 

In discussing the economic organisation of western African com¬ 
munities. specific and somewhat more detailed attention should 
be paid to food production. This is because one of the myths 
which had prevailed for long regarding these societies is that they 
had little if anything to eat. As a corollary to this, it is asserted 
that the introduction of certain exotic plants from the Americas 
by the Portuguese, particularly maize and cassava, created con¬ 
ditions for an agricultural revolution in Guinea during the era of 
the slave trade. 

Sedentary agricultural practices began in West Africa at the lat¬ 
est by 2,000 B.C., and. according to some authorities, as early as 
4.500 B.C. If the latter date is correct, it would mean that seden¬ 
tary agriculture developed in West Africa at a time not much later 
than similar developments in Egypt and Abyssinia. There were 
two main agricultural zones in West Africa — savannah and for¬ 
est. The crops cultivated in each area were basically different. 
The savannah peoples concentrated on the production of cere¬ 
als. while those in the forest zones concentrated on tubers and 
root crops. In each case, environmental factors played a major 
role in determining the crops produced. As T. Lewicki has shown 
in his work. West African Food in the Middle Ages, the region as 
a whole produced a number of crops before the era of the Atlan¬ 
tic trade. These included sorghums, millets, rice, ground peas, 
yams, kidney beans, onions, watermelons, cucumbers, pump- 
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kins, broad beans, palm oil and kola nuts. There were also a 
large number of fruit trees being cultivated or growing wild, from 
which food was acquired. Among these were the sycamore, tama¬ 
rind. peach, lemon and wild oran^. However, up to this point, 
the range of distribution of these trees has not been determined, 
especially in relation to the forest regions. 


Animal husbandry was also practised in West Africa, mainly in 
the savannah area, for a long time before the beginning of the 
Christian era. The animals most commonly used for food. milk, 
butter and cheese were cattle, goats and sheep. Ecological fac¬ 
tors played an important role in limiting the spread and number 
of these animals. Most of West Africa was affected by the dreaded 
tsetse fly which causes trypanosomiasis (‘sleeping sickness') and 
which has a serious effect on animals in particular. Therefore, 
only selected areas mainly in the savannah region were able to 
keep fairly large herds of livestock. West Africa was known to 
have a variety of cattle, the Ndama breed, which were fairly re¬ 
sistant to sleeping sickness. However, they were not good pro¬ 
ducers of meat. 


The forest communities had to depend much more than those in 
the savannah on hunting and fishing to provide their protein re¬ 
quirements. The animals hunted, both in the forest and the sa¬ 
vannah regions, included gfraffes. hippopotami, elephants, ante¬ 
lopes and crocodiles. A.J. Hopkins in his work. An Economic 
History of West ^rica, states that during the dry season, when 
the demand for farm labour was not pressing, hunting became a 
highly organised activity in the forest zones. However, more sub¬ 
stantial work has to be done on this subject to determine fully 
the range and Importance of the chase in West African life. 

Fishing was also an important means of acquiring protein. The 
many inland waterways were exploited from the earliest days for 
marine food. Many early settlements were built around the riv¬ 
ers. The large states and empires also sought to control them 
because of their potential as suppliers of food, and the facility 
which they offered sometimes as a means of communication. 
The peoples of the littoral were even more dependent than those 
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inland up>on marine food. In fact, the early settlements that grew 
up along the coast and many of those which existed around 1600 
were basically Ashing communities. They dried much of the Ash 
caught and bartered it to the people of the immediate hinterland 
for various products. One gets the impression that, at the time 
of the European advent, a brisk trade in Ash was going on. all 
along the coast. 

The picture given above is that of a people attempting to come to 
grips with their environment and to utilise it to serve their needs, 
particularly in relation to food production. As time went by. they 
improved their techniques of production. Perhaps their most 
serious disadvantage up to 1500 was their lack of the wheel and 
the plough in cultivation. No satisfactory explanation has been 
advanced as to why the wheel in particular was not utAised. It 
was in use in Egypt. Abyssinia and the eastern Sudan for a long 
time. These were areas that inAuenced various aspects of west¬ 
ern AAican life, for example, through the diffusion of iron tech¬ 
nology. The use of iron tools had become widely diffused in west¬ 
ern Africa by 1600. though it had not completely replaced stone 
tools up to that date. It is generally believed that the coming of 
the iron age to western Africa around the beginning of the Chris¬ 
tian era, if not before, played a signlAcant role in improving agri¬ 
cultural technology. 

Other Innovations of a technological nature in the Aeld of agricul¬ 
ture included the cultivation of rice in the area of the modern 
republic of Guinea by a complex system of irrigation. The peo¬ 
ples of the Congo cultivated the hillsides by an equally sophisti¬ 
cated system of terracing. Dealing more generally with the sub¬ 
ject of agriculture. Morgan and Pugh in their work. West^rlca, 
point out that there were at least seven main methods of cultiva¬ 
tion: rotational bush fallow, rotational planted fallow, mixed farm¬ 
ing. permanent cultivation, tree cultivation, and Hooded and irri¬ 
gated farming. These methods were clearly developed by a soci¬ 
ety with a long tradition of agricultural production. On the whole, 
western Africa was only slightly, if at all. behind Europe in the 
Aeld of agricultural technology. For Instance, the methods of pro¬ 
duction employed on the plantations in the Americas up to the 


JO 


Themes in ^rtcan-Guyanese History 


The Societies of Western ^rica 

end of the eighteenth century were similar to those used in Africa 
at the time. 

In the industrial field, western Africa also reached a high level of 
achievement In the production of certain articles. It should be 
pointed out here that Industries were organised either at the level 
of the village or the cottage. No factories are known to have ex- 
Isted there at the period in question. In some societies, however, 
such as those in Hausaland, craftsmen would form themselves 
into guilds, relating to their specialities. But the non-existence of 
factories meant that the volume of production of a number of 
commodities would be limited, and this would cause the goods 
to be very expensive. 

This was true of the production of cotton cloth and iron. Of 
course, production of these goods was also limited by the rela¬ 
tive scarcity of raw materials. Cotton was produced in a few 
areas of the western and central Sudan, and much more rarely 
in the Guinea forest regions. Raffia, which was much more read¬ 
ily available, was used as the basic material for the manufacture 
of cloth. In regard to iron, only a few areas were known at the 
time to possess ore of a high quality. Moreover, it was only in 
those areas where wood was readily available for making char¬ 
coal that the iron Industry could flourish. The main iron-bear¬ 
ing areas at the time in question were those of northern 
Yorubaland. the south-western part of modern Ghana, and the 
modern Republic of Guinea. 

The production of cotton cloth and iron also required somewhat 
more advanced techniques than was the case with a number of 
other commodities produced at the time. On the other hand, the 
ceramic industry was widespread because of the greater avail¬ 
ability of clay, a long tradition in pottery-making and a widely 
diffused technical competence in regard to that industry. 

In regard to certain industries. West Africans had reached a high 
level of competence by 1600. in comparison with Europe and 
other non-African societies of the period. For instance, gold-min¬ 
ing (which was conducted mainly in areas of modern Mali. Guinea. 
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Burkina F^iso and Ghana) was carried out both by working the 
alluvium and by shafting. Some mines in Burkina Fhso went to a 
depth of 20 metres. As Davies states in his work. West A/rtca 
before the Europeans. ** they must have been the work of skilled 
miners”. The ^ench scholar Raymond Mauny has suggested 
that, in the sixteenth century. West Africa was producing about 
nine tons of gold annually. This was a little less than half that 
produced during the colonial period. Basil Davidson reminds us 
that the development of mining in colonial Brazil owed much to 
the metallurgical techniques brought to that country by African 
slaves. 

Leather was another commodity In regard to which Africans dis¬ 
played a high level of technical competence. Leather, often origi¬ 
nating in Kano and other Hausa states, frequently found its way 
to Morocco and was sold from there into Europe as Moroccan 
leather. 

In relation to cloth-making one Portuguese writer around the 
late sixteenth century declared that the Congolese were known to 
produce cloths similar to damask, velvet and taffeta. They also 
produced a cloth which was highly resistant to water and which 
the Portuguese used for making tents. The most well-known 
producers of cloth in West Africa were the peoples of Kano. Cloth 
produced by these people held Its own against that produced by 
Europe and sold into Africa. It is also known that African weav¬ 
ers sometimes bought cotton cloths from Europeans, unravelled 
the threads and respun them according to African patterns, which 
were often far more intricate than those in Europe at the time. 
Similarly, it is said that African smiths often produced iron which 
was as good as that produced in Europe. The major differences 
between Europe and Africa at this point, in terms of production, 
were that the Europeans produced much larger quantities and a 
much wider range of go^s than did the Africans. They sold 
these goods to the Africans at a relatively cheaper cost than the 
local products. This factor often caused the local industries to 
stagnate. 

In regard to the plastic and graphic arts. West Africans also uti- 
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Used a wide variety of materials and displayed a high level of 
sophistication. They are most widely known for their wood carv> 
ings and the manufacture of drums. Much less is known about 
their ivory carvings and their bronze or brass sculpting. Ivory 
carvings were carried out in several communities along the coast, 
and also inland. Portuguese records of the sixteenth century 
noted the high level of expertise reached by these people, espe¬ 
cially those of Sierra Leone, in the carving of spoons, forks, salt¬ 
cellars. etc., made from ivory. Valentin Fernandes, a sixteenth- 
century Portuguese writer, was deeply impressed with his on- 
the-spot observation of their skill as carvers. 

The greatest level of expertise in sculpting was attained by the 
'bronze' sculptors of Ife and Benin, in modern Nigeria. Both of 
these territories had a long tradition in respect of this art form. 
Various writers have expressed the view that African art influ¬ 
enced the work of such European artists as Epstein and Picasso. 
Brian Fhgg. one of the leading twentieth-century writers on Afri¬ 
can art. expressed the view that the 'bronzes' of Benin "dazzled 
Europe" when they were first seen in large quantities by Euro¬ 
pean artists. Jean Claude, another modern writer, has com¬ 
mented that in 1920 Paul Guillaume thought that perhaps the 
impact of Africein sculpture on Western culture was as Important 
as was "discovery of classical Hellenic antiquity for the Italian 
Renaissance". The bronzes and many of the most exquisite works 
produced from other materials were commissioned by members 
of the nobility. Several African rulers employed artists as func¬ 
tionaries of the court. In this sense, they often acted as patrons 
of the arts, as was the case in Italy during the Renaissance. 
Melville Herskovlts. writing some years later about 'bronze' cast¬ 
ing and cloth making in West Africa, declared that “ the develop¬ 
ment of these two forms of art is to be regarded as a product of a 
populous society having a highly Integrated culture". 

In relation to the literary arts, western Africa as a whole did not 
develop a strong tradition by 1500 or even by 1800. Most Afri¬ 
can societies remained at the pre-literate level up to the com¬ 
mencement of the colonial period in the late nineteenth century. 
However, some societies with which this essay is concerned did 
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develop a long and strong literary tradition. These were mainly 
the states of the Sudan or grassland area. As a result of contact 
with Arab and Berber traders. Islam was introduced into vari¬ 
ous societies and Muslim schools were set up. Some centres 
became renowned for their scholarship and attracted Muslim 
scholars from North Africa and the Middle East. The most re¬ 
nowned of these centres was the Sankore mosque in Timbuktu 
in the fourteenth century, where the equivalent of a university 
education was offered. Its fame reached the main Islamic cen¬ 
tres of learning at the time, including those in Fez (Morocco). 
Cdrdoba (Spain). Cairo (Egypt). Damascus (Syria) and Baghdad 
(Iraq). Other important Muslim centres in West Africa were Jenne 
and Gao. Many African scholars were studying Plato and Aristo¬ 
tle, works introduced to them by Arabs, at a time antecedent to 
the rediscovery of these authors by European scholars. 

West African scholars also produced a variety of literary works 
in Arabic and in their own African language. A few of these works 
have survived up to today. The empires and states of Mali. 
Songhai. Borno and Hausaland made great use of literate men to 
assist in the running of the Government. 

It must not be thought that those communities without a literate 
tradition had absolutely no organised or formal system of educa¬ 
tion. In fact, most communities had some formal, but rather 
limited, system of education. In a number of societies priests, 
diviners, herbalists and the like went through a long period of 
education, at the feet of more experienced men. Some of them 
underwent protracted periods of fasting and isolation from the 
rest of society in an effort to sharpen their spiritual Insights. 
Secret societies were quite common in West Africa. The Poro in 
Sierra Leone, the Ogboni in Yorubaland, and the Ekpe (Egbo) in 
the Niger Delta were three of the most well-known secret socie¬ 
ties in West Africa before 1800. 

The discussion on western African societies would not be com¬ 
plete without at least a few brief observations on the antiquity 
and extent of the slave trade and slavery In western Africa before 
1500. In relation to the slave trade, it Is known that before the 
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Christian era African slaves were being sent to certain parts of 
the Mediterranean and the Middle East. It is also known that as 
time went by this trade covered a wider area and became more 
large-scale. However, the provenance of many of these slaves 
and the actual volume of this early trade remain serious points 
of contention among modern scholars. (This is equally so in the 
context of the Atlantic slave trade.) 


Dealing specifically with West Africa, the relatively recent research 
of E.W. Boxhlll, found in The Golden TVade of the Moors (origi¬ 
nally published in 1958), has shown clearly that the Carthaginian 
and Roman trade with that region was mainly for carbuncle beads 
or stones, and that the slave trade played a minor role in the 
total trade of the region at that time. Moreover, throughout the 
period before 1600. the slave trade never assumed overriding 
importance in West Africa. The dominant export trade was in 
gold. Ivory was probably in second place, followed by a number 
of other commodities, including slaves. The main empires of the 
western Sudan clearly based their wealth upon the control and 
exploitation of the gold- and salt-bearing regions. 


Even if one accepts the view that the slave trade from West Africa 
in the period before 1600 constituted a significant drain on the 
local population, one still has to draw a distinction, in this re¬ 
spect. between the savannah area on the one hand, and the for¬ 
est and coastal areas on the other. It was from these two areas 
that the vast majority of slaves were drawn for export to the Ameri¬ 
cas. It is clear, however, that these areas had participated only 
Indirectly in the trans-Saharan trade and that they had no im¬ 
portant tradition of exporting slaves. The main commodities 
they sent northwards were gold, salt and kola nuts. For the coastal 
and forest regions, therefore, the European trans-Atlantic slave 
trade required a radical shift both in terms of the direction of 
their trade and the main commodity of export. The radical na¬ 
ture of this trade can also be gauged, to some extent, by the re¬ 
luctance of various African societies to participate in the trade. 
For Instance, the rulers of the Kongo kingdom in the late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries made repeated efforts to put down 
the incipient slave trade organised by the Portuguese. As late as 
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the early eighteenth century. Agaja. the ruler of Dahomey, sought 
unsuccessfully to arrest the growth of the trade there. Several 
small communities on the Upper Guinea coast, such as the 
Bulloms. Balantas and Banhuns. played only a minor part in the 
trade. These people recognised that the slave trade was a fire 
which was likely not only to burn them but to consume them. 

The discussion immediately above also implies that slavery was 
not as widespread an institution in western Africa as it was gen¬ 
erally made out to be by Europeans. This subject is an even 
more contentious one than that of the slave trade. This is so 
because, while It is recognised that several western African soci¬ 
eties had institutions which denied people certain of their rights 
as human beings, not all of these institutions can rightly be called 
institutions of slavery, as many early writers have done. Several 
more recent writers have come around to the view that slavery 
was non-existent In many parts of western Africa and that, at 
other times, the institution In vogue was related more closely to 
European feudalism than to New World or Roman slavery. This 
view has been advanced notably by Walter Rodney and Basil 
Davidson. As these writers themselves have realised, there were 
a number of dliterences between European feudalism and the 
African institutions. Nevertheless, as a general framework of 
reference, the parallel holds good. 

Western African societies were ordered more closely along the 
lines of lord and vassal, than along those of master and slave. It 
involved the notion of obligation on the part of the lord and duty 
on that of the vassal. Once this is appreciated, it throws a differ¬ 
ent light on the institution of slavery in western Africa. 

Walter Rodney has argued that at least up to the seventeenth 
century in Upper Guinea there was no such institution as slav¬ 
ery. It is also known that in Calabar (Southern Nigeria) as late as 
the nineteenth century there were no special words for the Euro¬ 
pean terms 'slave' and 'master'. The words used as equivalents 
were 'child' and 'father'. In Asante. the term used for a person in 
a servile condition was odonko ba, which carried with it no 
harsher connotation than 'slave child'. In several societies, such 
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as those in Upper Guinea and the Niger Delta (and even farther 
afield, In places such as Zanzibar and Madagascar), the subjects 
of the rulers were often referred to as their slaves. This appar¬ 
ently caused some contemporary writers to declare that Africans 
were generally the slaves of Imperious rulers. Even In certain 
parts of the Western Sudan where It is possible to discern more 
clearly an institution of slavery In vogue, the individuals Involved 
often had a great number of rights and privileges within the soci¬ 
eties. 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to discern in western African so¬ 
cieties in the period with which we are concerned any differences 
in the occupational roles or the life-styles of so-called slaves and 
the rest of the African population. At the lowest level, persons 
with varying degrees of unfreedom farmed the land, manufac¬ 
tured goods, traded, owned families, etc.. Just as the ordinary 
commoners did. Indeed, in some instances they could even in¬ 
herit property, to the disadvantage of freeborn members of the 
family. At a higher social level, persons of servile origin occupied 
Important positions within the Government, Civil Service and 
army. In Borno, the monarch usually placed several persons of 
servile origin over the province and the central administration. 
In Serer society (Senegal) the king’s chamberlain was usually a 
man of servile origin. Among the Oyo (Yorubaland). the three 
most important court officials of the emperor were persons of 
servile origins. Though they had no seats on the Grand Council 
of State (which was reserved for freemen), they represented the 
emperor in his tripartite role as religious. Judicial and executive 
head of state. Several other examples can be cited to show that 
men of servile origin often functioned in highly important capaci¬ 
ties in African societies. In general, however, they were not al¬ 
lowed to become heads of state. But this was also true of com¬ 
moners and of most of the nobility. 

Unfree persons born in a given society often had certain 
imprescriptible rights within that society. They had certain rights 
to property and could not be sold except on the commission of 
certain crimes. There was therefore a sharp distinction between 
them and newly acquired prisoners-of-war. Moreover, no racial 
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degradation was attached to their status as unfree persons. 

This essay has attempted to highlight some of the prominent 
features of the societies of western Africa, roughly at the onset of 
the Atlantic slave trade. An attempt has been made to show that 
the peoples of the region encountered various economic, politi¬ 
cal and social problems. As is true everywhere in human socie¬ 
ties. their environment imposed certain limitations upon them. 
The Important point is that they sought to master this environ¬ 
ment and to improve the quality of their lives. They made posi¬ 
tive achievements in this respect. Over time, they Increased con¬ 
siderably their range and quality of goods and services and in 
some areas they achieved levels of distinction comparable with 
those of the most advanced communities in Europe and else¬ 
where. 

They made mistakes, too. but none that threatened their exist¬ 
ence so gravely as the holocaust that was to come in the form of 
the Atlantic slave trade. 
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by 

Winston F. McGowan 


The vast majority of African-Guyanese are descendants of vie* 
tims of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the forced migration of 
millions of Africans mostly from West and Central Africa to the 
Americas between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries. Per¬ 
haps the most striking feature of the African slave trade to the 
area which today constitutes the Republic of Guyana was its rela¬ 
tively small volume, especially when compared with the size of 
the territory, its manpower needs and the scale of the traffic to 
other countries in the Caribbean. This characteristic was par¬ 
ticularly pronounced during the period of Dutch occupation of 
the territory which virtually came to an end in 1796, when the 
British took possession of Berbice. Essequibo and Demerara. 
British occupation was followed by a considerable increase in 
the volume of the slave trade to these colonies from Africa until 
1805. when the traffic was severely restricted by the British Gov¬ 
ernment, before being completely prohibited in 1807. 

This essay on the African slave trade to Guyana has two main 
objectives. Firstly, it seeks to examine the trade with a view to 
illustrating and explaining its small volume during the period of 
Dutch occupation and its marked growth in the initial phase of 
British rule. Secondly, it endeavours to assess the effects of the 
volume of the trade on the history of Guyana. 

The attainment of these objectives has been rendered difficult by 
some of the problems Inherent in the assessment of the volume 
of the Atlantic slave trade and the size of Caribbean slave 
populations. One major problem is posed by the extant Dutch 
historical records which, especially for certain years in the sev¬ 
enteenth century, are fragmentary or vague and often make it 
extremely difficult to determine precisely the volume of the slave 
traffic to the Guiana colonies. Furthermore, the use of official 
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slave population statistics for the colonies is somewhat prob¬ 
lematic for most of the figures were taken from tax returns and 
were widely believed to have been deliberately understated by 
slaveholders in an effort to evade taxes. But. even in cases where 
the returns may be accurate, they can be misleading for they 
often do not reflect exemptions given to slaveholders by virtue of 
the age of the slaves or the small number which they possessed. 
In these circumstances, it is always difficult to determine the 
exact size of the slave population at any given period.’ 

The precise origins of the African slave trade to Guyana are ob¬ 
scure. It is generally assumed that the trade be^n in the early 
decades of the seventeenth century to provide labour for the in¬ 
cipient Dutch settlements in Essequibo and Berblce. Initially, 
and for much of the remainder of the century, the trade was mini¬ 
mal. This was due partly to the fact that at Orst the main preoc¬ 
cupation of the Dutch settlers, especially those in Essequibo. was 
the promotion of trade with the indi^nous Amerindian popula¬ 
tion rather than with plantation agriculture or any other activity 
requiring a substantial amount of African labour. The Dutch 
residents concentrated on exchanging European merchandise for 
timber, tobacco, resins, balsams, and. above all. anatto dye. While 
this preoccupation with trade lasted, there was only a limited 
demand for African slaves.^ 

The demand for African slaves probably did not increase signift- 
cantly until after the 1650s when Dutch settlers in Essequibo 
embarked upon sugar cultivation, a labour-intensive activity which 
the sparsely distributed Amerindian population was unwilling 
or unsuited to undertake. In 1661. the first shipment of sugar 
was sent from Essequibo to the Netherlands. Sugar production, 
which was soon introduced into Berbice. began gradually to be 
given increasing imix)rtance though it is doubtful whether, at least 
in Essequibo. it superseded trade with the Amerindians in eco¬ 
nomic significance until the second or third decade of the eight¬ 
eenth century. 

Unlike the experience of several other European colonies in the 
Caribbean, notably Barbados.^ the beginning of sugar cultivation 
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in Essequlbo and Berbice did not result immediately, or even for 
a long while, in any considerable growth in the African popula> 
tion to satisfy the demands of a labour-intensive industry. This 
may seem surprising for the Dutch in the latter half of the seven¬ 
teenth century not only had the largest and most efHclent mer¬ 
chant marine in Europe, but also a number of slave-trading sta¬ 
tions in West Africa, especially on the Gold and Slave Coasts, as 
well as commercial contacts with the Congo-Angola region.* In 
fact, the development and extension of sugar cultivation in 
Essequlbo and Berbice were severely retarded by a shortage of 
labour, resulting largely from an insufficient supply of slaves from 
Africa. 

This situation stemmed mainly from the fact that the organisa¬ 
tion of the African slave trade to Essequlbo and Berbice was ex¬ 
clusively in the hands of the Dutch West India Company (WIC). 
This large state-chartered body, founded in 1621 essentially to 
challenge Portuguese dominance in West Africa and Spanish as¬ 
cendancy in the Caribbean, enjoyed a monopoly of Dutch trade 
in West Africa and the Americas. Like the state-sponsored com¬ 
mercial companies elsewhere in Europe, the Dutch West India 
Company was severely hampered in its slave-trading operations 
by financial weakness, high overhead costs, dishonest employ¬ 
ees and unfavourable circumstances in Africa and internation¬ 
ally.’ Nevertheless, the Dutch Government did not follow the 
example of France (1672) and Britain (1698) in abandoning the 
system of monopoly control and in opening the trade legally to 
private individuals until 1730 — in fact. 1734 in the case of the 
slave traffic on the Gold Coast. By then, planters in Essequlbo 
and Berbice were suffering from a serious shortage of slaves.® 

The failure of the Dutch West India Company to supply the plant¬ 
ers with the slaves they needed was related to three important 
features of its history and policy. Firstly, it was partly a result of 
the low volume of trade transacted by the Company, which, ac¬ 
cording to the most recent scholarly estimate, is said to have 
supplied the Americas annually with an average of 1.500 slaves 
between 1630 and 1674; 2,188 between 1675 and 1700: and 
2,429 between 1701 and 1730.’ This supply was not only Inad- 
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equate to meet the needs of the Dutch West Indian colonies, but 
also was minute when compared with the British slave traffic. 
By the end of the seventeenth century, the British were landing 
more slaves annually in both Barbados and Jamaica than the 
total Dutch slave trade to the Americas. Between 1698 and 1707. 
for example, the Royal African Company and British private trad¬ 
ers supplied an estimated 50.000 slaves to Barbados and 44.000 
to Jamaica, an annual average of about 5.000 and 4.400 respec¬ 
tively. figures which were more than double the volume of the 
total Dutch trade to the Caribbean.^ 

A second and more important factor than the overall volume of 
the Dutch slave trade contributing to the inadequate supply of 
slaves to Essequibo and Demerara was the basic commercial 
policy of the Dutch West India Company. A preoccupation with 
the maximisation of profits and other considerations led the Com¬ 
pany to supply many, if not most, of its slaves to the colonies of 
other European Powers, where prices were higher and the mar¬ 
kets larger, rather than to Dutch possessions like Essequibo and 
Berblce.^ The Company, for example, played a crucial role in the 
establishment of the sugar industry in Barbados. It was the prin¬ 
cipal supplier of slaves there, providing about 46.000 captives to 
the island between 1640 and 1663. when the introduction and 
enforcement of the Navigation Acts eliminated the Dutch role of 
suppliers to the British colonies and a monopoly of the British 
slave trade was granted to a new commercial body, the Company 
of the Royal Adventurers of England Trading into Africa. Fur¬ 
thermore. the Dutch West India Company throughout the period 
of its monopoly sent a significant number of its slave cargoes to 
Curasao and St. Eustatlus for sale especially in the Spanish 
mainland territories, where it sought not only to fulfil the obliga¬ 
tions of its aslento contracts between 1662 and 1713, but also 
to conduct contraband trade.'* 

The third feature which helped to minimise the supply of slaves 
to Essequibo and Berbice was the low esteem and priority ac¬ 
corded to them by the Directors of the Company compared to 
certain other Dutch possessions. Between 1630 and 1654, when 
the Dutch wrested the prosperous north-eastern part of Brazil 
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from Portugal, the Company sought to satisfy the demand for 
slaves from Dutch settlers in Brazil in preference to that of any 
other Dutch American territory. ** Similarly, after 1667. when 
the Dutch captiu'ed Suriname from the British, the Company 
reg^ded this new possession with its already flourishing and 
rapidly expanding plantation system as possessing far more value 
and potential than the incipient plantation colonies of Essequlbo 
and Berbice. from which the Netherlands was deriving only mini¬ 
mal profit. It therefore pursued a deliberate policy of supplying 
slaves to Suriname in preference to Essequibo and Berbice.'^ 


As a result of these three features of the history and policy of the 
Dutch West India Company. Essequlbo and Berbice were greatly 
undersupplied with slaves in the latter half of the seventeenth 
and the early decades of the eighteenth centuries. It was not 
unusual then for two or more years to elapse without the arrival 
of a slave ship from Africa. For instance, only one slaver with 
330 slaves arrived in Essequlbo between August 1699 and May 
1701.‘^ Moreover, according to the Dutch historian. Goslinga. 
Essequlbo and Berbice received only about 2.000 slaves out of 
an estimated 83.000 exported by the Company from Africa be¬ 
tween 1675 and 1699, whereas Curasao received about 61.500 
during the same period and Suriname 9.462 between 1683 and 
1699. This pattern of relative neglect of Essequlbo and Berbice 
in the Company's slave exports is said to have continued in the 
final phase of the Company's legal monopoly of the Dutch traffic. 
Goslinga estimates that the Company landed only about 3.450 
slaves in Essequibo and Berbice between 1700 and 1735, while 
Curasao and Suriname respectively received 35,604 and 31.100 
slaves during this same period.’^ 


The lack of any significant growth in the slave trade to Berbice 
and Essequibo. in spite of the Dutch loss of the asiento contract 
to Britain in 1713. must have been a great disappointment to 
planters in the two colonies. In 1716. the Dutch West India Com¬ 
pany gave a solemn promise to supply Essequibo with 200 to 
250 slaves and Berbice with at least 50 each year, but these prom¬ 
ises were not fulfilled. Similarly, in 1720 Berbice made an un¬ 
successful request for 400 slaves.*® The Company continued to 
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supply foreign powers with slaves at the expense of Dutch terri¬ 
tories.The need for a more abundant supply of African slaves 
to Berbice and Essequlbo became more acute in the 1720s. when 
trade with the Amerindians dwindled and the economies of the 
two colonies began to be based almost completely on plantation 
agriculture. 

Agriculture was diversified by the introduction of coffee cultiva¬ 
tion in Berbice in 1721 and in Essequibo the following year, a 
development which increased the demand for slave labour. The 
two colonies in fact were undergoing changes which suggested 
that they could develop into important plantation settlements. If 
the urgent need for slaves was met. 

The possibility of this need being satisfied was enhanced in 1730 
by the end of the Dutch West India Company's monopoly of the 
Dutch slave trade and the advent of a new era where that com¬ 
merce was dominated by private citizens. Dutch free traders, 
like their British and FVench counterparts, were able to supply a 
larger number of slaves than the state-chartered company, which 
eventually ceased sending slaves to the Americas in the 1750s. 
Estimates for the annual average supply of slaves by the Dutch 
to the Americas almost doubled between the 1720s and the 1760s. 
Increasing from 3.264 in the 1720s. to 4,779 In the 1730s, to 
5,524 in the 1740s. to 5.135 in the 1750s, and to 6,292 in the 
1760s. before undergoing a decline in the 1770s.'* 

Several clrciunstances, however, prevented the Increased supply 
of slaves provided by the Dutch free traders from alleviating the 
need for labour in Berbice and Essequibo after 1730. The Indi¬ 
vidual traders, somewhat like the Company, showed a marked 
preference to supply slaves to Suriname where the continued 
expansion of cultivation resulted in a growing demand and at¬ 
tractive prices for slaves until 1770. In May 1743 alone five ships 
with a total of 1.014 slaves arrived in Suriname from the Congo 
while, in striking contrast, there were several years when not a 
single slave vessel came to the other Dutch Guiana colonies. In 
fact, the average annual importation of 2,000 -2.500 slaves into 
Suriname in the 1740s was probably equivalent to the total Afrl- 
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can slave population of Berblce or Essequibo.*^ The abundant 
supply of slaves from Africa enabled the slave population of 
Suriname to Increase from an estimated 50,000 - 55,000 in 1738 
to about 74,500 In 1762, while that of Berblce and Essequlbo 
struggled to expand.^° Thus, in 1762, Berblce Is said to have had 
an African slave population of only 3,824, while that of Essequlbo 
was even smaller, being estimated at 2.571. 

The preoccupation with Suriname to the comparative neglect of 
the other Guiana colonies occurred at a time when there was an 
unprecedented demand for slaves there due to three major de- 
velopments. The first development was the opening up of 
Essequlbo In 1740 to foreign nationals, resulting in the Influx 
especially of British planters, mostly from the older British West 
Indian islands such as Barbados and Antigua, where the soil 
was becoming Increasingly exhausted and more difficult and ex¬ 
pensive to cultivate. The second development was the establish¬ 
ment in 1746 of a new Dutch colony in Demerara where grants of 
land were made especially to British and Dutch planters who 
soon embarked on sugar and coffee cultivation. The third and 
final factor was the introduction of the cultivation of cotton In 
Essequlbo in the mid-1740s and its spread later to Berblce and 
Demerara. 

The Increased demand for slaves stimulated by these develop¬ 
ments was only partially met by the Dutch free traders. New 
British settlers were allowed to bring in slaves whom they owned 
in the islands. Some of them took advantage of this facility to 
Import slaves illegally under the guise of being old property, when 
in fact they had Just been purchased.^' Some slaves were also 
smuggled into Essequlbo and Demerara in particular by British 
and FVench traders. Nevertheless, by the 1750s. the colonies 
were critically short of slave labour, van’s Gravesande, the Direc¬ 
tor-General of Essequlbo and Demerara from 1750 to 1772, kept 
complaining to the metropolitan Government about the urgent 
need of slaves.^* In July 1763, Gedney Clarke Jr., the son of the 
most successful of the new British planters In Demerara. made a 
special visit to Holland to complain to the metropolitan Govern¬ 
ment about the inadequate slave supply and “to see what good 
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he can get done for the Inhabitants of that Infant and African 
Starved Colony".^ He presented to the authorities there a plan, 
centred on an adequate provision of slaves, which he contended 
would make Demerara become the most valuable Dutch terri¬ 
tory In the Caribbean. In this plan he stated: 

About the year 1752 the first Settlements were be¬ 
gun In Demeraiy. The Inhabitants as was natural 
expected proper Encouragement from their Mother 
Country and were even promised It. Instead of which 
they have not to This Day received the least Supply 
of Negroes or any thing else towards the Advance¬ 
ment of their Estates, so that they have been obliged 
all along, with great Risque, to purchase Necessar¬ 
ies at St. Eustadus, the English Islands or wherever 
they could get them and at any Price. Without Ne¬ 
groes It Is Impossible for them to cultivate their Lands 
so that without a speedy supply of that Article In 
particular Demerary, fei^e as it Is, must dwindle 
and come to Nothing.^* 

The supply of African slaves to Essequlbo. Berblce and Dem¬ 
erara did not Improve slgnlAcantly until the 1770s. This Im¬ 
provement was reflected In what must have been an imprec- 
edented Increase In the rate of growth of the slave population of 
these colonies. The number of slaves In Essequlbo and Dem¬ 
erara. respectively, grew from an estimated 3,986 and 5.987 In 
1769 to 8.700 and 12.559 In 1782, while that of Berblce Is said 
to have increased from 3,370 In 1764 to 8,050 in 1782.“ The 
growth In the slave supply to Demerara, Essequlbo and Berblce 
In the 1770s occurred in spite of the fact that this decade wit¬ 
nessed the beginning of a marked decline in Dutch participation 
in the Atlantic slave trade. In short, a far greater proportion of 
the overall Dutch trade began to be conducted with these colo¬ 
nies than before. 

This growth was due mainly to two developments. Firstly, it was 
partly a result of a decision made in 1770 to open the trade of 
Demerara and Essequlbo to all the provinces In the Netherlands, 
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instead of maintaining it as a preserve of Zeeland alone. Slavers 
from Holland therefore beg^ to land slave cargoes in these colo- 
nies. thus supplementing the supplies provided by Zeeland trad> 
ers.^^ The increase in the slave supply however, was due, above 
all. to a serious economic crisis in Suriname which resulted in 
the withdrawal of credit, bankruptcy, the abandonment and sale 
of plantations and a marked fall in the demand for. and price of. 
slaves. The depression of the market prompted most Dutch slav¬ 
ers who arrived in Suriname after 1772 to refuse to sell their 
cargo there and to proceed Instead to neighbouring Berblce. Dem- 
erara and Essequibo to dispose of it at higher prices. It is esti¬ 
mated that these colonies were supplied with about 7,000 - 8,000 
slaves in this way in the 1770s.^^ Although this figure consti¬ 
tuted a significant increase in slave supply, it was small com¬ 
pared to the imports of several other Caribbean territories, nota¬ 
bly Jamaica, which, although it had a slave population of nearly 
200,000. Imported an estimated 18,448 slaves in 1774 alone." 

The 1780s witnessed a significant increase in the demand for 
slaves especially for cotton cultivation in the wake of the Rowing 
realisation that the saline coastal soils were the best lands for its 
growth.*® Planters profited from the capture of the three colo¬ 
nies between 1781 and 1784 by the British and the FVench. the 
leading slave-trading nations. British and FVench traders seem 
to have supplied the colonies with a considerable number of slaves 
during these years. Barbados in particular provided the colo¬ 
nies with slaves and other necessaries during the period of Brit¬ 
ish occupation from February 1781 to February 1782." 

This situation of improved slave supplies was affected after March 
1784. when France restored Berbice, Demerara and Essequibo 
to the Netherlands for what proved to be virtually the last years 
(March 1784 - April 1796) of Dutch rule of these colonies. Dur¬ 
ing this period, the Dutch slave trade to the Americas underwent 
a drastic decline to a level of about 1.000 slaves a year - a level 
never experienced since the initial phase of Dutch participation 
in the trade in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. 
Dutch traders provided only a few slave cargoes to Demerara. 
Essequibo and Berbice. and though the colonial authorities 
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winked at contraband trade especially with the British West Indies, 
the supply of slaves reaching the three colonies seems to have 
fallen far short of the needs of the planters. 


By 1795. a time of international war. Demerara, Essequlbo and 
Berblce were in desperate straits owing to the imposition by Brit¬ 
ain of a general embargo on Dutch ships and the growing insecu¬ 
rity facing Dutch vessels on the high seas where they were sub¬ 
ject to attacks and seizure by British privateers. Hardly a Dutch 
ship dared cross the Atlantic and planters In Demerara. 
Essequlbo and Berbice found it extremely dtfncult not only to 
import slaves, but also to export their produce to the Nether¬ 
lands. It was this distressing situation which helped to make 
many of the planters willing to accept British rule, a status which 
would enable them to be supplied with slaves by British traders 
and to secure entry for their produce into the British market. 
These prospects became realities after April 1796. when Britain 
occupied the three colonies.^’ 


British occupation marked the end of the Dutch slave trade to 
Demerara. Essequlbo and Berbice. The most striking charac¬ 
teristic of this trade almost throughout its history was its low 
volume and its inadequacy to meet the demands of slaveholders. 
This trait was largely the result of the considerations of profit 
and priority that Influenced the Dutch West India Company and, 
later, the individual Dutch traders. 


It was due also to another significant factor, namely, the limited 
financial resources of many planters in the three colonies and 
the lack of credibility and creditworthiness with which the sup¬ 
pliers of slaves tended to view them. The suppliers were usually 
unwilling to extend to them the same favourable terms of credit 
granted to their counterparts in Suriname. For example, in the 
1720s the Berbice Association, the new owner of the colony, was 
required to pay 40 per cent of the price of slaves in advance, 
whereas in Suriname slaves could be obtained on 18 months’ 
credit. In Essequlbo. often only planters with sufllcient and read¬ 
ily available capital could purchase slaves, for the Dutch West 
India Company frequently sold them only on a cash-on-dellvery 
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basis. The Company was always very cautious about granting 
long-term credit to Essequlbo and Berbice.^^ 

The unavailability of such a facility to help planters to purchase 
slaves prompted Gedney Clarke in 1762 to recommend the es¬ 
tablishment of a bank of credit in Demerara. Clarke told the 
Ehitch metropolitan authorities that "there should also be a Bank 
of Credit formed to give a lifting Hand to the Inhabitants and 
enable them to purchase Slaves when they arrive."^® 


The British occupation of Demerara. Essequlbo and Berblce in 
April 1796 ushered in an unprecedented period in the African 
slave trade to these colonies. For the first time British traders, 
who were dominating the Atlantic slave traffic, were able to sup¬ 
ply these territories with slaves without restrictions over an ex¬ 
tended period. The years 1796 to 1800 witnessed the zenith in 
the volume of British slave exports to the Americas. It has been 
estimated that in this period British slave traders landed there 
an annual average of42.482 slaves, a figure which is nearly seven 
times as large as the highest annual figure for Dutch slave ex¬ 
ports in the peak period in the 1770s.®^ 


This extensive trade served to meet the increased demand for 
slaves which British occupation produced in Demerara. 
Essequlbo and Berbice. The coming of British rule not only en¬ 
couraged resident British planters to extend their plantations, 
but also was followed by a new influx of British settlers who 
purchased land and immediately sought to establish cotton, cof¬ 
fee and sugar estates. Within three years, the area under cultiva¬ 
tion in Demerara and Essequlbo Increased by 10 per cent and 
by 1800, the number of plantations there had grown from 392 to 
490.^® The high prices being offered in Britain for coffee, cotton 
and sugar were an inducement to seek to maximise production 
partly through the acquisition of additional slave labour. The 
demand for slaves was also stimulated by a stipulation of the 
land grants which required the beneficiary to secure at least 10 
slaves within 18 months.®® 


To meet this growing demand, a number of new firms, such as 
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Mclnroy and Sandbach, specialising In the slave trade to Dem> 
erara. Essequlbo and Berblce. were established and some ab¬ 
sentee proprietors purchased ships and despatched them to West 
Africa to secure slaves for their plantations.^^ \^thin five years, 
at least 28,000 slaves were landed in Demerara and Essequlbo, 
while the Imports into Berblce were so massive that its slave 
population doubled by 1802. By 1803, an average of about 8,000 
slaves was being supplied each year to Demerara and Essequlbo 
where many plantation proprietors now enjoyed long-term credit 
from British metropolitan merchants.^ 

Planters, especially new settlers, looked forward to a long dura¬ 
tion of this flourishing trade. They were therefore bitterly disap¬ 
pointed when the British Government In 1805 prohibited the 
trade for the cultivation of new land and Anally in 1807 outlawed 
the trade completely for all British subjects and possessions. 
This ban broi^t a virtually effective end to the African slave 
traffic to Demerara. Essequlbo and Berblce, for only a small 
number of slaves were smuggled into the colonies after Its intro¬ 
duction. In 1805, the last year of the unrestricted trade. Dem¬ 
erara alone received an estimated 6.631 slaves, a figure which 
exceeded the highest average annual supply of slaves by the Dutch 
to the entire Americas. This is clear evidence of the marked 
difference in the scale of the African slave trade to Demerara. 
Essequlbo and Berblce during the Dutch and British periods of 
rule. 

The limited scale of the African slave trade had a slgnlflcant Im¬ 
pact on the history of Guyana. It had a marked Influence on the 
economy, being largely responsible for the underdevelopment 
which a recent work has ri^tly contended was the major char¬ 
acteristic of the economy of Demerara. Essequlbo and Berblce 
during the period of Dutch rule.^* It resulted in an insufficient 
labour force which compelled most proprietors to cultivate only 
a part of their land grants. The shortage of labour almost invari¬ 
ably prevented them from taking advantage of the offer of "sec¬ 
ond depths", to which they were eligible only when they succeeded 
in bringing all the land in their initial grant under cultivation. In 
short, it ensured that a significant proportion of the plantations 


30 


Themes in ^rlcan-Guyanese History 


The iVHcan Stave Trade to Guycma 


remained small and that few large estates emerged. Thus, ac¬ 
cording to one estimate, as late as 1782. about 250 of the 637 
plantations In the three colonies had fewer than 15 slaves and 
none seems to have had more than 300 slaves.^ Not surpris¬ 
ingly. the production of the colonies lagged far behind that of 
Barbados and Jamaica which had a far more adequate labour 
force. It was only after British occupation In 1796 that Dem- 
erara. Essequlbo and Berblce. mainly as a result of a substantial 
inilux of labour and capital, experienced slgnlAcant economic 
growth. There was a marked Increase In agricultural produc¬ 
tion. especially in cotton and coffee. In fact, there was such a 
remarkable transformation that, by 1800, these colonies, whose 
economic growth had been stifled for so long, had become the 
second largest producer of sugar in British West Indies, the larg¬ 
est producer of coffee In the British Empire, and the greatest 
producer of raw cotton In the world.** 

The low volume of the Dutch slave trade not only Influenced the 
rate of economic growth but also its nature. The small size of 
the slave population helped to encoura^ the cultivation of coffee 
and cotton in the latter half of the eighteenth century In prefer¬ 
ence to the original agricultural staple, sugar, which required more 
labour and capital. It was widely agreed In Demerara. Essequlbo 
and Berblce. that on the average, while one slave could cultivate 
one acre of sugar cane, he could cultivate one and a half acres of 
coffee and two acres of cotton. Consequently, proprietors, espe¬ 
cially new settlers who possessed limited capital and labour, 
tended to establish coffee and cotton plantations rather than sugar 
estates. This consideration helps to explain why cotton and cof¬ 
fee eclipsed sugar in the late eighteenth century, relegating It tem¬ 
porarily to third place in importance among the staples being 
produced for export.*^ 

The small size of the African slave trade to Demerara. Essequlbo 
and Berblce seems to have influenced the attitude of slaveholders 
considerably toweirds the question of the loss of slave labour. It 
helped to make them reluctant to manumit slaves and to view 
with serious concern the problem of runaways and maroons and 
attacks on their plantations by FVench privateers and Spanish 
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residents from the Orinoco region. Manumission in the Guiana 
colonies was rare because, until the late 1820s, it required the 
consent of the slaveholder who, largely because of the almost 
perennial shortage of labour, was usually extremely reluctant to 
free slaves. In these circumstances, usually the only slaves freed 
were women who had a relationship with the master, and their 
mulatto children. It was extremely rare for able-bodied males to 
secure their freedom.^ 

As a result of the low Incidence of manumissions, the Guiana 
colonies had an extremely small free Coloured Ppopulatlon ^idiich 
was usually even more negligible than the tiny White population. 
For example, in 1798 in Essequibo there were an estimated 361 
free Coloureds (68 men. 123 women and 170 children) com> 
pared to 701 Whites and 12,360 slaves.*^ Dcmerara. Essequibo 
and Berbice In fact had the lowest frequency of manumission in 
the British Caribbean, freeing, for example, only 44 slaves be¬ 
tween 1808 and 1810 out of a total slave population of about 
108.000.** 


There seems also to have been a relationship between the small 
volume of the slave supply and the planters’ deep concern about 
nmaways and maroons. Guiana slaveholders manifested a strong 
determination to recapture runaways and to prevent the survival 
of maroon villages which would serve as a perennial magnet to 
the already small labour force on the plantations. Through the 
conduct of “Bush Expeditions” In which Amerindians played a 
crucial role, they were eventually able to reduce most maroon 
settlements and to recapture many of the fugitives, in spite of the 
size and forested nature of the terrain and the relative Inaccessi¬ 
bility of most maroon villages. In contrast, slaveholders, espe¬ 
cially In Essequibo. were unable to take any effective action to 
check the incidence of flight to Spanish territory in the Orinoco 
area. The Government of Demerara and Essequibo made re¬ 
peated but ultimately unsuccessful attempts to persuade the 
Spanish authorities to extradite the fugitives.^ 


The limited slave supply also helped to Intensify the concern of 
planters, especially In Essequibo. over the losses In slaves in- 
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curred as a result of periodic attacks on plantations there by 
Spanish subjects in the Orinoco. In an effort to avoid such losses, 
planters advised their slaves to flee into the hinterland of the 
estates in the event of Spanish incursions, which were particu¬ 
larly prevalent during the p>eriod of the Revolutionary and Napo¬ 
leonic Wars.^^ 

The Inadequate volume of the slave trade also drove planters in 
Essequlbo. Demerara and Berbice to seek to secure additional 
slave labour by other e}q>edlents. In particular, they resorted to 
smuggling slaves especially from the British West Indies and to 
the utilisation of Amerindian slaves. Almost throughout the pe¬ 
riod of Dutch rule there was a small minority of Amerindian 
slaves. In 1762, for example, Berbice had a slave population 
consisting of 3,824 Africans and 244 Amerindians. Although 
Amerindian slavery was a source of friction between the two peo¬ 
ples. the urgent need for labour prevented the Dutch authorities 
from prohibiting it completely until 1793. There was. however, a 
marked decline in the use of Amerindian slave labour after 1770, 
when the supply of African slaves increased.^ 

The increase in the slave supply in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries not only led to a reduction in the use of 
Amerindian labour, but also made the Deficiency Laws unwork¬ 
able. These laws, which required the maintenance of a certain 
proportion of Whites to Africans on a plantation as a security 
measure, were progressively modified to accommodate circum¬ 
stances where planters encountered difficulty in recruiting enough 
Whites to keep pace with the growth of the slave population. In 
Berbice. for example, the ratio of one White to 15 slaves was 
modified to one White to 50 slaves in 1784 and further to one to 
79 in 1810.^® In Demerara, the ratio of one White to 50 slaves 
stipulated by an 8 June 1789 ordinance was altered to one to 75 
in May 1805. The difficulty of recruiting enough White staff on 
the plantations was recognised to be so formidable that this 1805 
ordinance stipulated that trustworthy free Coloureds could be 
considered as Whites for the purpose of the ratio required by the 
Deficiency Laws.^ 
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Although the slave supply Increased considerably after 1796, the 
Guiana colonies were still short of slaves when the British Gov> 
emment prohibited the traffic in 1807. The planters therefore 
protested strongly against the ban. but without success. The 
ban. however, was welcomed by planters in Barbados, where there 
was an adequate labour force as a result of an abundant supply 
of slaves since 1640. Barbadian planters viewed the ban as a 
means of putting a check on their increasingly formidable rivals 
in Demerara. Essequlbo and Berblce whose interests would be 
Jeopardised by the loss of their supply of African slaves. Some 
Jamaican planters, aware of the shortage of slaves in the Guiana 
colonies, also supported abolition of the slave trade for the same 
reason.^' 

Perhaps the most enduring effect of the small size of the slave 
trade to Demerara. Essequlbo and Berbice was that it severe^ 
limited the population of these colonies. As late as the 1760s. 
the slave population of Berbice and Essequlbo was only about 
3.500 • 4.000 each, whereas that of Siiriname was estimated at 
74,500. Even at the time of abolition of the trade, notwlthstand- 
ing its rapid growth after 1796. the estimated slave population of 
Demerara. Essequlbo and Berbice (about 109.000) was modest 
compared with that of Jamaica (about 348.000) and negligible 
in view of their geographical spread.^^ 

In spite of immigration in the post-slavery era, underpopulation 
has remained one of the principal features of the country, posing 
a formidable obstacle to its effective occupation, exploitation and 
development. 
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Table 1 : Global EetUnate for tho Dutch Tnuta-AUantlc 8\\am 
Trade, 1630-1794 


Period 


W1C 

Trade 


Rented 

Ships 


Totals 


Annual 

Average 


1630-74 

1675-60 

1661-90 

169M7( 

1700-10 

1711-20 

1721-30 

1731-40 

1741-50 

1751-60 

1761-70 

1771-60 

1761-90 

1791-94 

Overall 


111 


70.1 
16,302 
15.437 
23.155 
23.622 
23,624 
25,424 
17.374 
2,259 
356 


219,753 


3. 


Ill 


3.' 


lit 


4,215 

30,420 

52,964 

50,994 

62,921 

40.300 

9.695 

3,500 

255,029 


III 


70.1 
16.302 
15,437 
23,155 
23,822 
23,624 
32,639 
47,794 
55,243 
51,350 
62.921 
40,300 
9,695 
3,500 
477,762 


1,500 

3,050 

1,544 

2,316 

2,362 

2,362 

3,264 

4,779 

5.524 

5,135 

6,292 

4,030 

970 

660 

3.398 


tV/C tradt^Dutch West India Company trade 
Source: Goslinga, p. 49. 
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3: Slave Society during the Dutch Regime 

by 

Atuin O. Thompson 

New World plantation slavery was an economic, social and Intel¬ 
lectual prison.' It was the most draconian form of slavery known 
In the history of mankind, and the most absolute form of labour 
control ever witnessed. Under this system, labour was Immo¬ 
bile, in the sense that the labourers were bound to a given plan¬ 
tation - that of their owner or the person to whom they had been 
hired. They could not sell their labour since It legally belonged 
to their master: its value was determined exclusively by the mas¬ 
ter class. At best, they had an indirect or negative say in the 
matter: by mutilating themselves or acquiring a reputation for 
intransigence they might depreciate the value of their labour. 
M^ereas under a free labour system workers possess certain 
bargaining rights and can ultimately withhold their services, un¬ 
der slavery this was impossible, or at least only possible through 
absconding and revolting. But these forms of protest often met 
with their masters’ full wrath. 

Under slavery, the worker was regarded by the master class as 
essentially a unit of production. In the Dutch, as in the British, 
colonies his persona was overlooked and sometimes even de¬ 
nied. As James Pope-Hennessy says, he was regarded as “a kind 
of two-le^ed domestic animal”.^ To some planters, fresh or salt¬ 
water slaves were wild animals that needed to be broken in to 
domestic manners and. most of all. to the work regime on the 
plantations.^ This view of the animal nature of Afrlcems needs to 
be stressed. Contrary to what has often been asserted.^ it had 
^ned some currency in Europe before the heyday of trans-At- 
lantlc slavery and might well have influenced the development of 
the Slave Trade. 

Several European writers in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
referred to Africans as “beasts”, “savages”, “monstrous folk”, etc.. 
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having traits comparable with those of dogs, hogs and goats. They 
are said to have observed virtually no moral standard: they were 
“liars", "thieves", “great drunkards”, "uncivil", “deprived of all 
knowledge of good", and "given over to vice".’ One Dutchman, 
writing around 1600, declared that certain of them ate "raw dogs 
guts" and "also great store of stinking fish"; they stole like dogs; 
they were lecherous, great liars, and "much addicted to 
uncleannes.se"; their children grew up like trees, and their women 
were given over to "Lust and uncleannesse".’ Several Europeans 
also declared them to be physically repugnant. One Portuguese 
writer described some Africans on sale In Europe in 1453 thus: 

Among them were some well-nigh white, and were 
handsome and well made In body; others were black 
as Ethiopians, and so uncomely, as well in counte¬ 
nance as in body, that those who were guarding them 
thought they beheld the creatures of the lower hemi¬ 
sphere.^ 

This view of the physical repulsion, moral depravity and mental 
retardation of Africans gained general acceptance among the 
Whites In New World slave societies. Thus, slaves were branded, 
broken In, fed. housed, worked, sold, and sometimes made to 
breed like animals. A typical advertisement In the newspapers 
announcing a sale of Africans would list them along with other 
Items on sale - boats, clothing, furniture, medicines, horses etc. 
In the early nineteenth century. Africans found their places on 
the ferryboat in Berblce among the sheep, goats, hogs and other 
animals, paying the same fare as the latter’ 

Thus conceived of as beasts of burden, or "hewers of wood and 
drawers of water", slaves were barred from ownership or control 
of the means of production, distribution and exchange. Even the 
crops they grew in their ‘kitchen gardens’, their huts, and their 
fanillles ultimately belonged to their masters. Thus positioned, 
they were completely divested of the means of upgrading their 
social and economic status, except on rare occasions when their 
masters allowed them to do so. But while slaves were on the 
periphery of the plantation system In terms of remuneration for 
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their labour, they were at the centre in terms of their role as 
production units • they were the most important factor in the 
production of plantation staples. 

While laws were imposed in most colonies limiting the authority 
of the master over his slaves and requiring him to give them 
certain basic necessities, in practice, the master was often a law 
unto himself. Slaves had no recomse to the law courts for re¬ 
dress of wrongs committed against them, not even when extremely 
harsh punishments were Imposed on them. Therefore, the le^ 
machinery, by giving the master almost complete control over 
his slaves, allowed him to exploit them nakedly and with greater 
impunity than under a free labour system. 

Even in the late eighteenth century, when the law in the Guiana 
colonies sought to intervene to ensure the slaves certain minimal 
allowances of food and clothing, and to limit the coercive power 
of the master over them, the conception was not in terms of the 
rights of slaves, but rather the reduction of the incidence of in¬ 
subordination and revolt, thus increasing the availability and ef¬ 
ficiency of labour. Therefore, the law. by failing to recognise the 
slave as having certain imprescriptible rights, reduced him le¬ 
gally to a ‘non-person* or a nonentity. From the late eighteenth 
century, when the institution of slavery was under attack in Eu¬ 
rope, planters frequently asserted that they treated their slaves 
well, a viewpoint which still has some weight with some modern 
apologists for slavery. The humane or paternalistic view of the 
treatment of slaves is usually rationalised by pointing out that 
slaves were expensive personal property, and that masters were 
therefore committed to exercising great care over them and treat¬ 
ing them well. This viewpoint is predicated on the premise that 
the institution of slavery was a rational one and that holding prop¬ 
erty in slaves can be a rational act. under certain circumstances. 
The view also fails to take account of the fact that people often 
abuse their own property, as was the case with the colonial 
plantocracy. It was blind avarice rather than enlightened self- 
interest which determined the day-to-day treatment of slaves by 
their masters. The raison d’etre of the plantation was to pro¬ 
duce profits, and slave labour was an essential element in doing 
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so. The planters had no intention of allowing their profits to be 
eroded by spending even an extra penny on the maintenance of 
their slaves. 

Economies might have been effected by more rational and scien¬ 
tific methods of cultivation and processing, but planters ^ner- 
ally paid little attention to these aspects of production and con¬ 
centrated on pressuring slaves for more labour. Thus, an irra¬ 
tional and lopsided agricultural economy developed, partly be¬ 
cause of this clrciunstance. The plantation was the scenario for 
the daily round of violence, by which the mass of slaves was con¬ 
fined to a life of poverty, disease and lingering death. As Keller 
writes. *A widespread indifference or cynicism respecting the fate 
of the htunan working animal has prevailed; it has been regarded 
in general as an insentient factor in the accumulation of wealth**.® 

While a few planters treated their slaves less brutally than oth¬ 
ers. the 'good*, 'humane', or ‘paternalistic’ planter was a chimera 
and it is time this ghost is laid to rest. All planters kept their 
slaves in bondage against the latter's will, allowed them to accu¬ 
mulate little if anything, exploited their labour for their (l.e. the 
planters') personal benefit, and treated them as persons with 
infantile minds. As we have stated elsewhere, the very act of 
enslaving a person is a dehumanising one both for the slave and 
the master. 

Africans found it difficult to adjust to the new work ethic and 
regime of plantation America and to other aspects of the New 
World environment. Sylvia de Groot points out that, while the 
environment was similar in geographical features and the prac¬ 
tice of agriculture, it was different in respect of the Juxtaposition 
of African and European culture elements • especially the babel 
of tongues - social stratification, the dominance of the plantation 
system, and the features of plantation slavery.’® Many contem¬ 
porary writers argued that Africans were no better off than slaves 
in their home country and that many of them had been in the 
most abject form of slavery before capture. The debate still goes 
on concerning the nature and incidence of African slavery during 
the pre-colonial period." Nonetheless, there appears to be a 
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consensus that those areas which dispatched the majority of 
slaves to the New World had only a lifted and much milder 
form of slavery up to the end of the eighteenth century than that 
of the New World.** 

Planters recogplsed the need for slaves to adjust or become ac> 
cUmatlsed to their new environment. This was expected to take 
place during the ‘seasoning period*, which could last up to one 
year. This period was a time of physical and psychological ad¬ 
justment and also of healing for those unknowingly infected with 
various diseases at the time of purchase by the planters. Sheridan 
indicates that about one-third of all slaves imported into the West 
Indies died during their first three years of residence.** Many of 
them made a shadowy appearance on the scene, dying quickly of 
dysentery, ulcers and depression - the immediate aftermath of 
the Middle Passage. FVesh slaves were often placed with old ones 
to break them in and gradually initiate them Into plantation work. 
The planters no doubt took great care to ensure that they were 
placed under 'faithful' slaves, who would indoctrinate them into 
the virtues of submission to planter authority: but this was a 
lesson not well-learnt as the high incidence of resistance and re¬ 
volt testifies. 

The production of a given crop Involved a number of activities, 
which can be conveniently divided into two broad categories: those 
concerned respectively with the cultivation and the processing of 
the crop. While the labour force was also organised basic^ly 
along these lines, during crop time the field slaves, or those in¬ 
volved In cultivation, were often required to put in extra time at 
the processing plants. 

The field labourers constituted the largest section of the labour 
force, according to Craton, roughly seven-eighths.*^ They were 
divided Into three or four gangs, depending upon age. sex and 
labour capacity. Theirs was the most exacting form of labour. 
The year was spent weeding, hoeing, digging and cultivating the 
land. The soil on the Guyana coast is much more intractable 
than that of Barbados or Jamaica, and turning it is extremely 
difficult when it is wet. It Is therefore possible that slaves in 
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Guyana had a far more difficult time cultivating the land than 
those in the islands mentioned above. Of course, even before 
cultivating the land, work had to be done to empolder each es> 
tatc and to provide the maze of Irrigation channels, typical of 
Guyanese estates. This Involved strenuous, back-breaking work 
- what Rodney refers to as “the steady work diet of mud and 
water".** 


Artisan slaves were involved chiefly in the processing of the crop. 
This included the erection and maintenance of buildings, the 
manufacture of barrels (vats, casks) to contain the raw or semi- 
processed product, and the actual preparation of the product for 
export. The artisans were divided into specialist groups: car¬ 
penters. coopers, blackmiths. tinsmiths, boatbuilders, masons, 
etc. These were prized slaves on all plantations and fetched the 
highest prices. Smral African artisans were transported as slaves 
to the New World and must have been Included among the estate 
artisans once their skills were recognised. 

Of course, both fleld slaves and artisans were sometimes as¬ 
signed tasks not specifically related to the production process, 
but which had to do with the running of the plantation or the 
colony at large. Thus, among the multiplicity of tasks slaves 
were required to perform, were cutting grass for estate animals, 
building houses for the estate personnel, maintaining the section 
of the public roads coterminous with their plantation, erecting 
and maintaining the forts and other defence installations.** and 
assisting in the defence of the plantation or the colony. 

Apart from fleld and artisan slaves, there were a number of oth¬ 
ers engaged in various plantation tasks. Fbr Instance, flshermen 
were e;q>ected to provide marine food for other slaves, to supple¬ 
ment that provided by the Indians. Others were assigned as hin¬ 
terland traders with the Indians. These were mainly Dutch West 
India Company (WIC) slaves in Essequibo. referred to as creoles 
and considered among the most trustworthy slaves. (However, 
this did not stop them from absconding on several occasions.) 
There were also itinerant traders operating within the plantation 
area itself, plying their wares from estate to estate, and often 
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spending several days away from home. Sedentary traders o( t> 
ated mainly in the urban centres, but since such centres did i ot 
exist before the late eighteenth century, it may be concluded t at 
this trade was of relatively late origin. The ran^ of tasks s- 
slgped to other slaves included acting as oarsmen, grooms, m s- 
sengers. porters, cooks, seamstresses, wet nurses, midwives, d' c- 
tors’.and drivers, almost all tasks requiring the use of mam al 
labour and several requiring some degree of specialised skll s. 
By and large, the various tasks referred to above were perform td 
by the more healthy and vigorous slaves, but this did not me ui 
that the aged ones and invalids (manquerons) were allowed to 
spend their twilight years free from toil for their owners. In fa :t. 
they played very important roles. In the early ei^teenth centu y. 
several of them were WIC hinterland traders. There was. f^r 
Instance. 'Big Jan' who was still Involved in hinterland trade up 
to 1700: in 1706 he was said to be “blind through age".** and. as 
a result, was transferred from trading to salting fish in the Cuyunl. 
along with other manquerons. This category of slaves also per¬ 
formed such tasks as weeding, in addition to looking after their 
masters’ poultry and crushing salt for the local fisheries. A slave 
had to be almost completely incapacitated before he/she was re¬ 
lieved of dally toil. 

Slaves were rarely, if ever, assigned Jobs such as bookkeepers, 
which required the use of literary skills. Teaching slaves to read 
and write was regarded as dangerous to the safety and integrity 
of plantation society, for these skills might be employed to plot 
conspiracies. Missionaries ran foul of the plantocracy in the nine¬ 
teenth century when they attempted to introduce such skills to 
the slaves. While some slaves were literate, mainly in Arabic 
(which they learnt in West Africa), no notice was taken of this by 
the plantocracy. The freed Cuban slave. Juan FVancisco Manzano. 
parodies the Cuban plantation overseer in words equally apt to 
the Guyanese situation: 

We purchase slaves to cultivate our plains. 

We don't want saints or scholars to cut canes; 

We buy a African for his flesh and bone. 

He must have muscle-brains, he need have none. 
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The imperatives of the plantation system demanded that slaves 
work hard, accept graciously the minimal allowances granted 
them, and always show imquestloning obedience to those in au¬ 
thority over them. But the contradiction was that slaves were 
persons with needs, aspirations, feelings and reactions common 
to hiunanity. 


No amoimt of indoctrination could change this situation, and so 
the planters’ recourse was coercion. As Shahabuddeen puts it. ” 
the kernel of the system was organised terror and coercion”.^ 
Physical coercion was intended to have two primary effects: first, 
to make the slave maintain a certain rhythm of work, and sec¬ 
ond. to cow him into respecting the authority of his master or 
overseer and. in fact, all Whites within the society. 


Many of the punishments meted out to slaves had nothing to do 
with the regime of work, but rather with instances of so-called 
insubordination. This might involve such trivial matters as fall¬ 
ing to give the appropriate salutation on meeting a White person 
on the street, or raising one's hand threateningly at a White. The 
reaction of the Whites to the slaves’ failure to show fawning re¬ 
gard for them was born of fear that this might be the breach in 
the wall which might let in the flood-tides of revolution. This fear 
was always present in a situation in which Africans outnumbered 
Whites greatly in the colonies. 

In Berbice. the ratio of the one to the other stood at 11 to 1 in 
1762. 28 to 1 in 1785. and 46 to 1 in 1811.^* The disparity on 
the plantations must have been much greater than the figures 
g]lven above. It is known, for example, that of the 550 Whites in 
Berbice in 1811, 160 were soldiers (not counting commissioned 
ofilcers). If the remainder is divided in half to take care of the 
number of women and children and the civil personnel in the 
colony, this would leave roughly 200 White adult males on the 
plantations, resulting in a African to White (adult male) ratio there 
of roughly 126 to 1 

The Court of Policy was quite concerned about the great shortage 
of Whites in the colony. In 1797. Governor van Batenburg. speak- 
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ing for the Court, stated that on average there was only one White 
adult male on each plantation.^ 

As elsewhere In the Caribbean. Deficiency Laws were passed 
from time to time to ensure a certain ratio of White adult males 
to Africans on each plantation. In 1732. the Berblce Govern¬ 
ment set the ratio at 1 to 15; by 1810 the situation was as fol¬ 
lows: 

Table 2: Stipulated ^friean/White Ratioe in Berblce in 2820 


Africans 

1-79 

80-199 

200-349 

350-450 

451 + 

Whites 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 


SotiTce: N. A.G.» Mimuts of Cowl of Policy of Btrbict, Oct., /. IHO. 


In that year, the Berblce Court of Policy prescribed stiff penalties 
for failure to abide by the Deficiency Laws. Each delinquent 
planter or manager was to pay an initial fine of /.500 and a fur¬ 
ther fine of /.100 for each subsequent month that he failed to 
comply with the law. Whenever a White should quit an estate, 
the owner or manager was to be allowed six months to fill the 
vacancy, save in the case of an estate having only one White on it. 
where the vacancy had to be filled within one month. 

Efforts were also made in Essequibo-Demerara to cop>e with the 
problem of small White and large slave populations. The law of 
1784 stipulated that at least one white was to remain on each 
estate at night, under penalty of /.300. In 1785, the prescribed 
ratio of White adult males to Africans was 1 to 50. The actual 
population in that year, according to van Houtte. was 14 slaves 
to 1 White.*® No figures are available for the White adult popula¬ 
tion capable of bear ing arms, but it must have been substantially 
smaller than the entire White population. It seems certain that, 
as in Berbice, the law stipulating the ratio of Whites to Africans 
on the plantation was breached regularly. 

Writers on New World slavery often cite the great disparity in the 
Afrlcan/Whlte ratio as a major reason for the coercive machinery 
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which the plantocracy established. In Guyana, where the dispar¬ 
ity was unusually great, the need to coerce the Africans into sub¬ 
mission was considered even more pressing and persistent. 

The Dutch were unlike the Spanish and French, and more like 
the British. In that they did not enact or apply any slave codes to 
their colonies as a whole, nor. In the case of Guyana, were the 
slave laws codiAed until 1784 (l.e. for Essequlbo-Demerara).^^ 
The Spanish applied their thirteenth century slave code. Las Stete 
Partidas, to their New World colonies and later on supplemented 
it with specific laws applicable to the various colonies. The French 
published the Code Noir in 1685. which provided the legal and 
theoretical framework for the management of slaves in their New 
World colonies. On the other hand, the Consdtuto Criminalis 
Carolina, or Imperial Criminal Code, of 1532. which the Dutch 
applied to their colonies was not a slave code, though in theory it 
was applicable to both slaves and free persons. It was left up to 
the proprietors of the various colonies to institute their own slave 
laws. This task was in turn delegated for the most part to the 
individual colonial legislatures, which institutionalised the slave 
system through a battery of coercive laws.*’ In 1784, when the 
WIC finally introduced a slave code for Essequlbo-Demerara. it 
was in the face of strong opposition from the planter class who. 
like the British West Indians, saw this as unnecessary interfer¬ 
ence in their affairs, and likely to lead to a situation which might 
have pernicious consequences. 

While the code attempted to stop the most flagrant abuses of the 
slave system, it was not revolutionary. In fact, it was vague on 
many aspects of master/slave relations, especially as regards the 
provision of food, clothing and other allowances. What the plant¬ 
ers appear to have resented most of all was the initiative taken 
by the WIC to publish the laws. Since the members of the Courts 
of Policy were usually slaveowners, they were not in a position to 
look at the institution of slavery from a sufficiently objective view¬ 
point. Their overriding concern was with keeping the slaves in 
check. 

Thus, slave laws tended to be characterised by a spirit of coer- 
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cion and an attempt to regulate the lives of the slaves rather nar¬ 
rowly. The Africans must be kept In a position of subordination 
and subservience to the Whites at all cost. An Important aspect 
of the situation was that there were few laws protecting the slave 
against his master, and where he was protected against another 
Individual. It was purely In the context of his being regdrded as 
the property of his master. Thus, In 1784 In Essequlbo-Dem- 
erara. no one except the legally constituted authorities was al¬ 
lowed to punish another person's slave for insubordination with 
more than a single blow with a stick, and not In such a way as to 
injure him. Breach of this regulation entailed a stiff fine of /.600.” 

The greatest number of laws, and certainly those which were 
repeated most often, were those circumscribing the movement 
of slaves off the plantations to which they belonged, and the con- 
gre^tlng of slaves In large numbers. These laws were aimed at 
preventing slave desertions and revolts. The Berblce law of 1735 
forbade slaves to leave their plantations without written passes 
from their owners or managers: this law was renewed In 1738. 
Other laws (In 1765. 1804 and 1806) forbade them to be out at 
nights “or other imreasonable times'*, except with their master's 
consent. They were to carry lights and written passes on such 
occasions.” Pass laws were also promulgated by the Essequlbo- 
Demerara Court of Policy. 

In all the territories, laws were passed regulating the hours and 
conditions under which slaves were allowed to dance, especially 
at nights. At least one White adult male was to be on the esitate 
on such occasions, and no slave from another estate was to at¬ 
tend such dances. We do not know how stringently these Haws 
were enforced but. in 1764, van Hoogenhelm expressed the view 
that the facility with which slaves were allowed to roam alx>ut 
Berblce at night was probably one of the chief causes of the 1763 
slave uprising.” To be sure, laws were passed threatening arath- 
emas against delinquent planters. Thus, the Essequlbo-E^em- 
erara law of 1784 stipulated a fine of /.30 for the first offence. 
/.60 for the second, and a summons before the Court of Ju.stlce 
for a subsequent offence.^' 
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The laws restricting the movement of slaves were observed more 
rigidly both by the colonial authorities and the planters during 
periods of slave unrest or Insurgency. In more relaxed clrcum- 
stances, a watchful eye was kept mainly on the more recalcitrant 
slaves; still, they could never be sure that the so-called docile or 
faithful slave would not turn out to be a lion in sheep’s clothing. 

In any case, most planters felt that they knew their slaves best, 
the slaves were their property, and discipline and punishment 
their prerogative. They put more faith In their short but sturdy 
arms (or in those of their bombas) than in the long but feeble 
arm of the law. As van’s Gravesande pointed out in 1770. the 
master had great freedom of action, as long as he did not kill his 
slaves: “If they but come from the stocks alive".^^ A similar situ¬ 
ation prevailed in Berblcc. at least up to 1764.^^ In 1784. in an 
attempt to prevent the wilful killing of a slave by his owner, the 
WIC prescribed that any person. White or slave, who should die 
suddenly “under suspicious circumstances” or “shortly after pun¬ 
ishment”. should not be burled until the proper legal and medi¬ 
cal authorities had examined the corpse and certified the cause 
of death.^ However, like others which sought to limit the plant¬ 
er’s authority, this law turned out to be nothing more than a ster¬ 
ile Injunction. The colonial Judiciary was seen to have feet of clay 
when it came to enforcing the laws restricting the master’s au¬ 
thority. which remained virtually unimpaired until the British 
period In the nineteenth century. 

As it was, offences agadnst slaves, which would have been re¬ 
garded as heinous crimes if committed in free societies, were 
often either condoned, simply frowned upon, or resulted In a 
mild reprimand and/or a small fine. By contrast, acts which in 
free societies would hardly have been considered even 
misdemeanors, were treated as woeful crimes when committed 
by slaves. In each case. It was the social significance of the act 
(i.e. who committed it) that mattered. As Shahabuddeen ob¬ 
serves: 

...punishments were used primarily as a method of 

asserting and maintaining the authority of the planter 
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and only very secondarily as a method of correcting 
wrong-doing in the sense in which punishment is un> 
derstood in any modern system of criminal justice. 

It was a system based on the use of terror as a pri¬ 
mary instrument of control. The slightest neglect of 
labour or infraction of discipline could call forth the 
most disproportionate response of power. 

Whipping was the most common punishment meted out to slaves 
for various offences. It was resorted to as the ‘court’ of first in¬ 
stance. while appeal was made to more brutal measures for what 
were considered particularly grave offences. Up to 1770 in 
Essequlbo-Demerara. van's Gravesande (who had lived in the 
colony for some thirty-two years) could find no law on the statute 
books which limited the number of lashes a master or attorney 
could inflict on his slaves. It was only in 1784 that the W1C 
limited the number of lashes permissible by these persons to 25. 
and stipulated further that the blows were to be delivered **with 
reason and without cruelty or passion". 

In order to avoid accidents, punishment was not to begin until 
the slave had been placed flat on his face and tied between four 
stakes.^ In the case of Berblce. in 1810, private whippings were 
limited to 39 lashes and, in 1817, to 25. The colonial govern¬ 
ments kept a free hand to deal with what they considered ex¬ 
traordinary situations. Thus, in 1752 some slaves were sen¬ 
tenced by the Berblce Government to 300 lashes each, for stag¬ 
ing a minor revolt. Many Whites believed that the discipline of 
the whip was essential to keeping the slaves in due subordina¬ 
tion: therefore, the whip was not spared nor used sparingly. The 
wife of a Demerara planter, on hearing the cries of a slave being 
whipped, exclaimed: 

Aha. it will do him good, a little wholesome flagella¬ 
tion will refresh him; it will sober him: it will open 
his skin, and make him alert. If Y- was to give it (to) 
them all. it would be of service to them.^’ 

For her. as for many others, this was an energizer to the slaves: 
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in reality it proved to be a death rattle to many of them. Slaves 
were commonly whipped either with a meby (liana) vine or a 
common cart whip used on animals, van Berkel stated that the 
meby cut deeply and tore off‘>vhole flaps of flesh". whUe Pinckard. 
without describing the whip used, declared that he had seen a 
slave whose flesh had been torn "m a frightful manner" by lt.“ 
These whipping and other forms of punishment were usually 
administered by African slaves, called overseers or bombas. One 
way of doing so has been vividly portrayed in the following de¬ 
scription of an incident which took place In Demerara in 1796: 


A poor unhappy slave was stretched out naked, upon 
the open street, tied down, with his face to the grovmd. 
before the fiscal's door, his two legs extended to one 
stake, his arms strained out. at full length, to two 
others in the form of the letter Y. and thus secured to 
the earth, two strong-armed drivers, placed at his 
sides, were cutting his bare skin, by turns with long 
heavy-lashed whips, which, from the soimd. alone, 
without seeing the blood that followed, conveyed the 
idea of tearing away pieces of flesh at every stroke.^^ 

The planters tried to bend the slaves to their will, and those whom 
they could not bend they tried to break. Sometimes this was 
literally the case, through two horrid instruments of torture known 
as the 'Spanish whip’ (Spaanse bok) and the ‘rack*. The Span¬ 
ish whip has been described by Hartsinck, Nepveu and others. 
Nepveu described it thus: 


...the hands tied together, the knees drawn up be¬ 
tween them, and a stick inserted through the open¬ 
ing between the knees and the hands and fixed firmly 
in the ground, around which they then lie like a hoop 
and are struck on the buttocks with a guava or tama¬ 
rind rod; one side having been struck until the skin 
is completely broken they are turned over to have 
the other side similarly injured; some use hoopstlcks 
for this, although this is an extremely dangerous prac¬ 
tice. as it generally results in the slaves' death, even 
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though the chastisement Is less than with the 

abovementloned rods.^ 

Thus excoriated, those slaves who did not die were often maimed 
for life. The rack or wheel was described by Bolingbroke as a 
horrid machine with recesses made for the principal Joints to be 
placed in, upon which the criminals are laid out and extended, 
when they are broken by Iron bars.*^ 

Slaves were punished In several other ways for such acts as run¬ 
ning away, revolting or striking a White person. For the Hrst two 
‘offences’. In addition to being whipped, they were sometimes 
put in chains and/or had iron collars placed around their necks, 
with long spikes protruding therefrom. Sometimes these spikes 
were bent at the ends to prevent the slaves from getting through 
the thick bushes which surrounded the plantations. The collars 
also prevented them from lying down comfortably. At other times, 
they were branded, and had their ears cut off or the sinews of 
their heels severed. In extreme circumstances, they were hanged 
with an Iron hook Inserted through their ribs and weights at¬ 
tached to their legs. They were also roasted over a slow Are. or 
burnt from the feet up. while having their flesh torn with red-hot 
pincers. For striking a White person, even In self-defence, their 
hands were often amputated, but a brutal whipping was deemed 
a more merciful treatment. One particular instance of brutality 
about which van Hoogenheim wrote was that of a slave who was 
punished by his master by having his back cut with a saw. van 
Hoogenheim actually witnessed the skin hanging from his back.^^ 

The most horrifying punishment mentioned in the records con¬ 
sulted was that of a seven-year-old girl, who had committed acts 
which van Hoogenheim considered “only trifles and childishness, 
deserving only a child's punishmenr. However, Gerlach. her man¬ 
ager. had ordered that she be given 250 lashes and placed in the 
stocks, where she remained, without any food, save whatever 
was given her by slaves who sympathised with her plight. When 
van Hoogenheim saw her. on a visit to her plantation three weeks 
after the punishment had begun, her body had been "cruelly torn 
to pieces". It was only on his express orders that she was re- 
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leased from the stocks, in face of strong opposition from the 
manager who felt that she deserved greater punishment and who. 
according to van Hoogenhelm. was probably going to keep her 
there much longer and give her another whipping. The Governor 
begged the Director of the Association to **give orders and laws 
by which all such atrocities (might) be prevented”.^ 

Apart from the more extreme forms of punishment mentioned 
above, there were several other ways, of a less spectacular na> 
ture. of punishing slaves. Common punishments of this kind in¬ 
cluded confining them in the stocl^. depriving them of allow¬ 
ances of rum. tobacco, food, clothing, etc., giving them additional 
tasks to perform, placing them in solitary confinement, and for¬ 
bidding them to t^e part in evening dancing. 

van Lier, like some other writers, argues that while the slave laws 
were brutal, the criminal laws in Europe were also brutal and 
reflected the thinking of men of a brutal age. He states further 
that the punishments meted out to slaves were “not prompted by 
racial antagonism or notions concerning the ‘depravity’ of the 
African, although doubtless these were aggravating circum¬ 
stances”.^ However, his argument is unconvincing, and the ex¬ 
amples he cites of brutal punishments occurring in Europe in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are trivial when com¬ 
pared with those he cites in respect of the slaves.*^ However, his 
own statements are somewhat contradictory, for he asserts that: 

the countless abuses, the numerous executions and 
mutilations, the severe sentences for what were of¬ 
ten petty offences made the lot of the slaves excep¬ 
tionally hard even in comparison with the practices 
in other countries. 

We should also note that the edicts promulgated in the Dutch 
colonies (and in other European colonies), especially from the 
late eighteenth century, against the maltreatment of slaves, find 
no parallel in legislation in Europe at the time, suggesting that 
there was no need to do so. Also, the observations of several 
persons In the colonies - including Stedman. Pinckard. St. Clair 
and Bolingbroke - on the brutalities of the slave system make it 
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clear that they found the punishments meted out to the slaves 
much harsher than those they had witnessed in Euroi>e. or even 
among soldiers and sailors, who were supposed to have been 
severely punished for misdemeanors. 

In Guyana, the criminal law treated Whites and Africans quite 
differently. For Instance. Africans selling prohibited goods were 
to be “severely flogged on the plantation by sentence of the Court, 
according to the exigency of the case”. On the other hand. Whites 
foimd receiving such goods were to be flned /.300 and if they 
could not pay the line, they were to be put on bread and water for 
a few days.^ van Ller himself admits that several laws were passed 
by the colonial legislatures, meting out unduly severe punish- 
ments specifically for slaves.^ 

The fact is that the legal and administrative machinery in the 
colonies was employed to maintain White domination through 
denying slaves access to the courts and allowing free Coloureds 
and free Africans only limited access to them. Normally, slaves 
were not allowed to testify against White persons and. in the few 
instances in which they were allowed to do so. it was only as 
ancillary witnesses.^® 

It was under this legal and social monstrosity that Africans were 
forced to work, live and die; and it is in the context of this failure 
by the legal authorities to protect the slaves from the excesses of 
their masters that the provision of food, clothing and accommo¬ 
dation for them must be viewed. 

In most American plantation colonies the food provided for slaves 
was deficient in quantity;^ in all it was deficient in quality. In 
Guyana it was deficient In both so that, while slaves were over¬ 
worked. they were underfed. This combination of a surfeit of 
work and a dearth of food played havoc with their health, and 
was a major cause of the high mortality and morbidity among 
them. Fish was the slaves’ main protein food, but the quantity 
provided was small. Theoretically, in the case of the WIC’s slaves 
in Essequibo around the mid-eighteenth century, each adult was 
to receive 31bs. of salted fish per fortnight.®* This amounted to 
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about 3.43 ozs. (or roughly 97.3 gm.) per day. However. 15 per 
cent or 14.6 gm. would have been waste, making the daily edible 
portion about 82.7 gm., containing about 32.8 gm. of protein.^^ 
The plantains they were supposed to receive would have added 
another 15 gm. of protein to their dally diet.^ thus giving them a 
daily protein intake of some 47.8 gm. 


Some authorities believe that the adequate protein requirement 
for an average adult is 1 gm. per kilogram (2.2 lbs.) body weight, 
especially if the protein is derived from a mixed diet (fish, cas- 
sava, plantain, peas. etc.), as distinct from a complete protein 
diet (egg. fish. beef. etc.). On this basis, the protein requirement 
was computed in 1945 by the USA National Research Council at 
60 gm. for an average woman (132 lbs. body weight) and 70 gm. 
for an average man (154 lbs. body weight). On the other hand, 
the UK recommended daily allowance for 1975 was somewhat 
higher than 1 gm. per kilogram.^ In any case, the slave’s dally 
allowance of protein fell far short of the 70 gm. mentioned above, 
amounting to only about 68.3 per cent of it. We cannot simply 
attribute this deficiency to the colonial authorities’ Ignorance of 
what constituted an adequate daily supply of protein because, 
around the mid-eighteenth century. Government regulations pro¬ 
vided that even petty White personnel should receive an adequate, 
and sometimes even a substantial surplus, allowance of protein.^ 


Fish was chosen as the chief protein food for the slaves for four 
main reasons. First, the Dutch, especially those of the northern 
maritime provinces, had built up a significant fishing industry 
there since the Middle Ages. In fact. Charles Wilson claims that 
for the Netherlands, the fisheries were the “germ of later mari¬ 
time greatness".®® It was natural, therefore, for the Dutch to carry 
over this tradition and knowledge of fishing into their new colo¬ 
nies. The second reason is closely linked with the first. The 
fisheries in Guiana offered the most readily available and abun¬ 
dant source of protein. Thirdly, it entailed much less effort to 
renew the supply than in the case of cattle, pigs or poultry. As 
one writer points out. “Fish is a unique food source in the sense 
that it replenishes itself without such efforts as are required to 
produce all other kinds of food".®^ Finally, and most importantly. 
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It was the cheapest form of animal protein available to the 
planters. 

If the ration of flsh was bad enough in theory, it was worse in 
practice, for the slaves often had to do without it. According to 
van Berkel. Government Secretary in Berbice in the 1670s. slaves 
were given fish once or twice per year, or a cow or horse that had 
died of Itself. ^ In Essequibo-Demerara. there was a critical short¬ 
age of fish during the second half of the eighteenth century, be¬ 
cause the Atlantic fisheries around Orinoco and Trinidad, which 
formerly supplied the plantations with most of the fish they re¬ 
quired. were frequently disrupted due to the escalation of border 
conflicts between the Spanish and the Dutch in Guiana. Nor 
could the fisheries within the colonies themselves offset this loss. 
Berbice depended mainly upon the Canje fishery, but this too 
offered only a very limited supply of fish. The failure to secure 
the required amounts of fish from the traditional fisheries forced 
the planters to purchase salted cod from the Americans at rela¬ 
tively high prices. However, as we have explained elsewhere, the 
large number of protested bills held by the Americans often hin¬ 
dered the trade. While the situation improved somewhat from 
the last decade of the eighteenth century, as late as 1810 the 
Governor of Berbice was complaining about the great shortage of 
fish in that colony, which was causing many slaves to abscond.^ 

Slaves also suffered from a deftclency in the supply of other foods. 
Plantains and cassava, and to a lesser extent yams, sweet potai- 
toes and other ground provisions, were the staples provided for 
them. Apparently, neither rice, flour nor corn was given to them 
on a regular basis. As in the case of flsh. the colonies were ex¬ 
pected to be self'Sufflclent in supplying the staples. Thus, all 
estates were expected to cultivate plantain trees, or "succulent 
roots" as the ground provisions were sometimes called. How'- 
ever. planters regularly failed to grow adequate amounts of foocl. 
In the first place, it was apparently only in the nineteenth century 
that laws were passed specifying the exact quantity of food to be 
supplied to each slave. The Essequlbo-Demerara code of \ 7SAx, 
for Instance, simply stated that the provision grounds should be 
calculated on the ratio of "one acre for five negroes: allowing 
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moreover a reasonable weekly allowance, according to the cus¬ 
tom of the Colony "" The Berblce law of 1806 was somewhat 
more specific. Estates on the rivers, with lands capable of pro¬ 
ducing plantains abundantly, were to provide at least two fuU- 
g^own ‘bimches* of plantains weekly to each slave, except nurs¬ 
ing children. As an alternative, each slave was to be given two 
common coffee baskets full of ‘root. 

In order to ensure a sufficient supply of food on hand, each coastal 
estate was to grow 75 healthy plantain trees per slave, while the 
riverine ones (where the trees thrived better) were to grow 60. 
Estates providing ground provisions were to cultivate one acre of 
‘roots* for every six slaves.®* The good intent of these laws was 
nullified by plant diseases, drought and simple neglect, and the 
slaves often experienced grave shortages of food. In 1806, the 
Court of Policy of Berblce noted the coastal planters' neglect to 
observe the laws and the dire consequences for the slaves. Some 
years earlier, van’s Gravesande had noted a similar neglect by 
the planters of upper Demerara, who. for the sake of larger prof¬ 
its. had planted only cash crops, and had even refused to give 
their slaves the customary Saturday afternoons off. Instead, they 
depended upon food supplies from America, a situation which 
produced a grievous shortage in 1772. as the Director-General 
pointed out. “ 

Clearly, the neglect to cultivate adequate provision grounds was 
the main cause of food shortages in the colonies. Laws seeking 
to correct the situation had to be published frequently. Berblce 
passed laws on this matter on 12 and 31 July, 1787; 30 April, 
1804; and 11 Eebruary, 1806. In the last instance, the Govern¬ 
ment specifically stated that the new law was occasioned by the 
planters’ neglect of earlier ones.®^ Penalties were prescribed for 
failure to observe the laws. In Essequibo-Demerara. in 1784. 
delinquents were to be fined /.90 for each acre less than the 
stipulated amount, and /. 1.50 for each slave who was not given 
his proper allowance. In Berbice. in 1806, the fine stood at 
/.1,000 for the first offence. /.2.000 for the second, and formal 
prosecution in the Court of Justice for the third offence. 
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These prescriptions of penalties made little dllTerence to the plant¬ 
ers because the Inspectors of the estates were burgher officers, 
who themselves owned slaves and who were unlikely to take ac¬ 
tion except in the most flagrant cases of neglect. The colonial 
Governments often niled by precept rather than practice. Around 
1800. It was not uncommon to find slaves in Stabroek working 
In the colony’s chain-gang **frequently with nothing but dry plan¬ 
tains to eat "** 

Even if the planters had observed the letter of the law. the caloric 
value of the staples would have been slgniOcantly less than that 
required to sustain a healthy working adult. Plantains will be 
used here as representative of the lot. because they were the slaves’ 
main diet and the quantities to be provided were stipulated in 
somewhat clearer terms than was the case with the other sta¬ 
ples. Still, there is some difficulty In determining the actual weight 
of a ‘bunch’ of plantains. The Suriname Government, in dealing 
with the question of food for the slaves in that colony in 1851, 
estimated a ‘bunch’ at 9 lbs. If this estimate is used, the slaves’ 
weekly allowance in Berblce in 1806 would have amounted to 18 
lbs. (two bunches). Accepting a more liberal estimate to meet 
the stipulation of two full-grown bunches, this would have 
amounted to about 28 Ibs.^^ On the basis of the latter estimate, 
the daily allowance would have been 4 lbs. or 1.816 gm. Allow¬ 
ing for waste (peel) of 31 per cent, the edible portion would have 
weighed 1.258 gm..havlngacalorlc value of 1.654.®® If we added 
another 218 calories derived from the daily allowance of fish.®® 
the total dally caloric value would be 1,872. This figure is far 
from the 3.600 calories considered as the average Intake required 
by a healthy, very active male, between 15 and 35 years of age.^® 
It is therefore evident that the slave’s diet was grossly deficient in 
both its protein and caloric content. 

An interesting aspect of the Guyana situation is that slaves were 
fed mainly on plantains, roots and tubers, whereas in the Carib¬ 
bean islands they were fed mainly on flour and corn. Several 
possible factors account for this difference. Guyana did not grow 
corn extensively in the pre-colonial period. Yet. corn gives one of 
the highest yields of calories per 100 gm. (around 360). about 
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three times the caloric yield of an equivalent weight of plantains. 
Rice gives Just about the same caloric yield as corn, but it was 
never cultivated to any extent by the Dutch planters,^* though 
they knew that it thrived in certain parts of the colonies. How¬ 
ever. both of these staples were much less bulky than those grown 
for the slaves, and the planters were concerned mainly with weight 
and cheapness, not caloric content. As one modern writer states 
about the roots and tubers. ^ when hunger arises the farmers 
often turn to these crops, since they can be raised in abundance 
rather quickly at relatively low cost".^* 

Other things being equal, an acre of land is likely to produce 
about the same weight of yams and plantains, and more than 
three times the weight of cassava, than it could produce in rice 
and corn.^® The point is even more striking when viewed in rela¬ 
tion to labour costs, or ‘man days’. G. Geortay gives Agures for 
the Belgian Congo per ton of each of the four crops mentioned in 
Table 3. when light forest clearing is involved. 

Table 3: *Jfon Days* per ton for Selected Crops in the Belgian 
Congo 


Crop 

Maize 

Rice 

Cassava 

Plantain 

Man Days 

78 

153 

30 

18 


Source: B.F Johnston, The Staple Food Economies of Western Tropical Africa (Stanford, 1958), p. 156. 


The precise situation in Guyana is not known, but it would hardly 
differ significantly from what obtains in the Congo. For South 
America generally, it is said that the method of cultivating plan¬ 
tains involved planting the suckers, then felling the tall forests 
on top of the planted area. The plantains sprout up between this 
felled mass and in the absence of major diseases are capable of 
producing fruit for 20 to 40 years, without replanting, tilling and 
manuring of any sort.^^ The facts above reveal that cassava, and 
especially plantains, require little manual labour in comparison 
with maize and rice, hence the greater attraction they held for the 
Dutch planters. 
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Cassava was indigenous to the Americas, whereas plantain was 
not. Some plantations, therefore, took to cultivating mainly the 
former in the early days. This crop, however, thrives best In 
sandy soil and so not every plantation found it economical to 
cultivate it. The WIC kept one or two bread (cassava) planta¬ 
tions in Cuyuni. but these became Increasingly unproductive as 
time went by. The Indians supplied most of the cassava needed 
by the planters at the outset but. as the slave population increased, 
the Indian supply proved insufficient, forcing the planters to cul¬ 
tivate plantalns.^^ 

Fish, plantains, roots and tubers were the only foods which the 
slaves received regularly, apart from salt. They usually had to 
provide themselves with fruits and vegetables as best they could. 
In the early nineteenth century. St. Clair declared that these com¬ 
modities were scarce in the slave markets. He stated that okra 
and peas were the only vegetables they cultivated, in order to 
obtain money to buy tobacco. On the other hand, writing a few 
years earlier. Pinckard declared that vegetables were in good sup¬ 
ply in the Stabroek market.’® The supply was no doubt sea¬ 
sonal. and this may account for the discrepancy in the two eye¬ 
witness accounts. Some slaves cultivated fruits: in Plnckard’s 
time there was a good supply in the Stabroek market.” In one 
notable instance, that of the Berblce plantation. Anna dementia, 
in 1781. fruit trees were provided for the slaves’ use. 

The Dutch planters may be forgiven for falling to provide fruits 
for their slaves. For centuries it was commonly believed in Eu¬ 
rope that fruits gave rise to fevers and diarrhoea, resulting in 
deaths, especially in infants.’® However, they cannot be forgiven 
so readily for failing to recognise the importance of vegetables. 
According to one writer. “Vegetable growing was a highly devel¬ 
oped industry in Holland as early as the IS*** century “.’® The 
Dutch even played a significant role in the development of the 
English vegetable Industry in the seventeenth century.®® Never¬ 
theless, in the case of Guyana, they imported the vegetables they 
needed for their own consumption - not for that of the slaves - 
from Europe and North America. 
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An issue which must necessarily arise from the discussion above 
is the extent to which slaves were allowed to supplement the food 
provided for them by their masters. On the basis of the evidence 
currently available, it appears that there was wide variation in 
practice, if not in theory, on different plantations at different times. 
While, in theory, slaves were given Saturday afternoons to culti¬ 
vate their private plots, in practice this was sometimes denied 
them, especially since it was a matter of custom and not law. 
Likewise. Sunday was supposed to be their rest day. but they 
could be and were sometimes required to work, particularly dur¬ 
ing crop time. 

Provision fields were cultivated either in communal or individual 
plots. According to Anna Benjamin, the Berbice Association em¬ 
ployed the first method on its estates in the 1760s,®' and it was 
still in operation during the British administration of the estates 
in the early nineteenth century. On some other estates individual 
plots were allocated, apparently in place of rations distributed 
by the planters. In fact, this appears to have been a prevalent, if 
not the main, method of feeding the slaves, van Berkel states 
that this method was employed in Berbice in the 1670s; 

[T]hey are allowed to make use of their own gardens 
and plantations, because they have nothing else on 
which they can exist, beyond the stinking salt fish ®^ 

Rodney says much the same thing of the situation in the late 
eighteenth century. Sometimes, however, both systems were In 
operation on a given estate, complementing each other. Higman 
states that the private provision grounds in Guyana in the nine¬ 
teenth century were small, for planters preferred communal cul¬ 
tivation of the grounds.®® 

Slaves were also sometimes allowed to keep livestock, but it ap¬ 
pears that this was not common practice, from references to the 
great scarcity of meat in the colonies, and also from St. Clair's 
comment that poultry was among the scarce commodities in the 
Sunday slave markets in Stabroek.®^ Bolingbroke. however, 
mentions the case of an old female slave in Essequibo. who left a 
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legacy of £300 for her children • money she had acquired from 
selling feathered stock.^ 

The produce derived by slaves from their private gardens went 
to supply a number of needs, apart from food, such as extra 
clothing, household utensils and tobacco. But the absence of 
roads linking the plantations together, and the lack of urban com¬ 
munities. before the eighteenth century, limited severely the de¬ 
velopment of slave markets and thus the facility of slaves to har- 
ter or sell their goods. At the same time it must be noted that the 
efforts of slaves to supplement their diets and provide other ba¬ 
sic necessities must have been a severe burden when added to 
the dally round of work. Even so, persistent hunger was a marked 
feature of slave society, as can be inferred from the fact that food 
was the commodity most commonly pilfered by them.^ This 
practice was so common that by the late nineteenth century the 
plantocracy had passed laws to prevent them from doing so.^^ 
As a mle. slave diets were notorious for their monotony and vita¬ 
min deficiency. Sheridan states that: 

As with their counterparts in North America. Carib¬ 
bean slaves had diets that were low in calcium, defi¬ 
cient in vitamins A and B,, and lacking in bovine 
milk. Unlike their counterparts, their diet was high 
in vitamin C and low in fat content. Whereas their 
low-fat/high-carbohydrate diet required much thia¬ 
mine or vitamin B,. it is highly doubtful that Carib¬ 
bean slaves received sufficient thiamine. Because of 
these and other deficiencies. Caribbean slaves suf¬ 
fered from eye afflictions, dirt eating or mal 
d'estomac, beriberi, endema or dropsy, and infant 
tetanus.®® 

While Sheridan only looks at Guyana during the British period 
in the nineteenth century. It Is clear from what has been said 
earlier that his findings are also applicable to the Dutch period. 

Before leaving this aspect of slavery it should be mentioned that 
those slaves, who through illness or old age were no longer able 
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to function In a productive capacity, were treated with utter cal' 
lousness by the master class. This even happened to those be- 
longing to the WIC in Essequibo. who were given no rations and 
rarely any clothing during the annual distribution. Instead, they 
had to depend upon their children and friends for these necessi- 
ties. Thus, according to van’s Gravesande. they were “driven like 
old horses (as it were), naked and uncared for. from pillar to 
post".®® The private planters treated their unprofitable slaves 
with even less consideration. In the latter part of the eighteenth 
century, they used to banish them to their abandoned planta- 
tlons farther upriver, ostensibly to retain the title to those lands. 
The attitude of the master class towards the manquerons em¬ 
phasises the inhumanity of the system. Slaves who were no longer 
profitable to their masters were cast into outer darkness and 
dense oblivion. This treatment of the aged contrasted sharply 
with the situation in Africa, where they were respected and even 
revered. 

Not only were slaves underfed, they were also under'Clothed. 
Their clothing consisted mainly of a coarse linen, called osnaburg 
(to which Pinckard referred as “a coarse canvass"), or a cotton 
cloth known as salempore. While laws were passed enjoining 
masters to provide adequate clothing for their slaves, the actual 
quantity was not spelt out in these laws. The Essequibo-Dem* 
erara code of 1784 simply stated owners were to provide their 
slaves with "proper clothing”.®® Apparently, this state of affairs 
continued until 1830. when the actual quantities of clothing and 
other personal allowances were determined by law.®* 

Long before that time it had become customary to distribute cloth¬ 
ing annually to the slaves, usually during Christmas. However, 
the amount distributed was usually inadequate and supplied with 
the greatest reluctance. For Instance, in the 1670s In Berblce, 
according to van Berkel, the osnaburg provided was only long 
enough to make a pair of trousers for a man or a skirt for a 
woman.®^ As usual, the Directors of the WIC were among the 
chief delinquents; in 1760 van’s Gravesande was moved to com¬ 
plain that the clothing provided by them was barely sufficient for 
the able-bodied slaves, leaving nothing for the old ones. In 1771. 
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he declared that the slaves were without linen because the Com¬ 
pany had not sent any supplies for the last 18 months.^^ Several 
years later. Bolin^roke had cause to comment that several Gov¬ 
ernment slaves in Stabroek were “destitute of clothes, with only 
a coarse rag around their middle".^ 

Some slaveowners went beyond the boimdaries of common de¬ 
cency and refused to give their slaves any clothing whatsoever, 
van Berkel pointed out that slaves often had nothing more for a 
covering than “their own black skin”: Plnckard observed a chaise 
being drawn by “six naked slaves’*, with two Dutch ladies in it; 
St. Clair noticed four naked African girls serving at a hmetion on 
Plantation Vrede-en-Steln in Demerara. According to him. they 
were “as naked as they came into the world”.^ 

It seems, then, that the Dutch proprietors, even in the seven¬ 
teenth and eighteenth centuries, when the textile Industries of 
Haarlem and Leiden in Holland were manufacturing cloth on a 
large scale, had scant regard for clothing their slaves. A few 
female slaves did have more than the usual amount of clothing to 
'show off*. Plnckard described some of them as being arrayed 
on festival occasions in “gaudy trappings and decorated wl^ a 
profusion of beads, bits of riband, and other tinsel ornaments**.^ 
However, these were usually domestics who sometimes received 
the clothing no longer wanted by their mistresses. 

Slave lodgings were in keeping with their food and clothing - 
modest and inadequate. There were two modes of accommoda¬ 
tion: individual huts and barrack-like dwellings. We are uncer¬ 
tain which was the more common method but available evidence 
suggests that huts were more prevalent. Most of these were small, 
makeshift, thatched-roof dwellings, ill-ventilated and provided 
with a modicum of furniture and household utensils, most of 
which were the result of the slaves* own efforts rather than the 
master’s generosity. A few masters did provide more substantial 
dwellings, and at least one planter in the eighteenth century pro¬ 
vided stone huts. Dwellings designed for single slaves often had 
to house several of them, especially when families were Involved. 
While slaves were supposed to be given hammocks in which to 
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sleep, these were often in short supply, forcing them to sleep on 
the floor. “Their lodging is a hard board," was the laconic re¬ 
mark of van Berkel.®^ 

Slave compounds were usually unhygienic, and it was not un¬ 
common to And deposits of garbage, and animal and human fae¬ 
ces around these dwelling places. These provided fertile ground 
for disease organisms to thrive. Many slaves, already the vic¬ 
tims of various diseases contracted during their enslavement in 
Africa or the Middle Passage, were exposed to further hazards 
on the plantations. ‘Micro-parasites', such as dysentery, whoop¬ 
ing cough. pleurisy, measles, smallpox, yaws, elephantiasis, lep¬ 
rosy. tetanus, venereal diseases and dropsy, were common on 
slave plantations, and took heavy toil of human health and life. 

Slaves chafed under the material and social burdens imposed 
upon them and made their disgust with the system evident in a 
number of ways. Some planters put this down to the ‘brute’ 
nature of Africans, which could only be harnessed, but not tamed. 
Others recognised that the degradation of slavery was exacer¬ 
bated by the despotism of the plantation system, but were pre¬ 
pared to live with an imeasy conscience in order to realise the 
kind of profits which would allow them to maintain their lavish 
lifestyles. 

At the same time, they deemed it necessary to offer periodic re¬ 
lief to the slaves through small material and social indulgences. 
This would act as a vent for pent-up emotions and surplus en¬ 
ergy. and would ultimately redound to the benefit of the 
plantocracy. Slaves were therefore periodically given a little rum 
(known as kiltum or ‘kill devil', because of its exceedingly poor 
quality), some tobacco, or a slightly larger allowance of food. 
Christmas was regarded as a time for merry-making, and on 
such occasions, they were given an extra portion of meat and 
fresh clothing. They were allowed to dance and sing with greater 
freedom than at other times. On this occasion, too. they might 
even be allowed to mimic their masters with impunity. On rare 
occasions, they were feted at Government House. Some planters 
might well have viewed their actions towards their slaves at this 
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time as a form of penance which, however, did not last long. Nor 
could the slaves be duped by such ephemeral acts of goodwill, 
for the new year usually saw the rebirth of old planter attitudes 
and actions. 

Of course, slaves might escape the trammels of slavery by ob¬ 
taining manumission. Broadly speaking, there were two ways In 
which this might be achieved: either by purchasing their free¬ 
dom. or obtaining it from their masters or the colonial Govern¬ 
ment for meritorious service. In 1807. the Bcrblce Court of Policy 
stated that “little formality and expense** were involved in obtain¬ 
ing the manumission of a slave.” The average manumission value 
of a slave there is unknown, but in Demerara and Essequlbo 
around that time it stood at /.2.000, while the average price of a 
male slave was between /.900 and /. 1.200.*” In the early nine¬ 
teenth century, the regulations for manumission were tightened 
up in all the territories, making it much more dlfHcult than for¬ 
merly for slaves to obtain their freedom. This is not to suggest 
that there was a large group of freemen during the Dutch period 
- quite the contrary. In 1797. van Batenburg stated that there 
was only a small number of free Africans in Berbice.'^* and the 
same seems to hold good for Essequibo-Demerara. 

The small size of the free African p>opulatlon was due to the fact 
that slaves had to receive their masters* consent in order to be 
manumitted, few slaves possessed sufficient money to purchase 
their freedom, and the scarcity of slaves on the plantations made 
the planters reluctant to manumit them. But while the number 
of freed persons was small, the significance of their manumission 
looms large, because many of them were collaborators in one 
way or another with the master class. Some of them betrayed 
slave revolts, while others participated in *bush-expeditions' 
against meiroons and earned rewards for killing and capturing 
fugitive slaves. In 1764, ten slaves were granted their ‘freedom* 
for important service to the Whites during the Berblce Slave Re¬ 
volt in the previous year.Likewise, in 1781. Ariantje. a Berbice 
slave woman, was set free for ‘good conduct’ during a revolt there 
and granted an annuity for life. *” These and other slave collabo¬ 
rators helped to buttress the system of slavery. 
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The vast majority of Africans eked out a precarious existence on 
the plantations, with little if any hope of manumission. They 
were ^marginalised’ in terms of their ownership of the means of 
production, distribution and exchange, and their lack of formal 
participation in the political life of the colonies. They were sub¬ 
ject to a dally diet of contempt, abuse and wrong. Ironically, the 
planters killed a host of them in order to make a ‘killing'. It was 
this draconian system that paraded under the banner of pater¬ 
nalism. It was a system reinforced by the myth of 'the lazy Afri¬ 
can* - a myth by which planters, principally the wealthy ones, 
tried to mask their own laziness as they lived off the sweat and 
blood of their slaves. Generally, the slaves viewed them as ob¬ 
jects of execration, the ones who rubbed salt into their wounds 
and their noses into the ground. 

But slaves did not simply mope and whine, or consume them¬ 
selves with hatred against their oppressors. They sought vari¬ 
ous ways of liberating themselves f^rom the physical and psycho¬ 
logical fetters of slavery. 
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4: The Berbice Revolt, 1763-64 


by 

Alvin O. Thompson 


I find if I talk with my rifle in my hand the White man 
pays more attention to what I say. ‘ 

These words, spoken by a Ndebele chief at the time of the Euro* 
pean invasion of Zimbabwe in the late nineteenth century, ech¬ 
oed the sentiments of the slaves in Berbice. who took up arms 
against their sea of troubles in 1763. The revolt erupted with 
explosive energy, temporarily breaking the bonds of slavery and 
creating pandemonium among the Whites. It lasted for a little 
over a year and was unquestionably the most noteworthy slave 
uprising (as distinct from maroon wars) in the history of slavery 
in the Dutch Caribbean. It ranks with other major slave revolts 
in the Caribbean, such as those in the Danish island of St. John 
in 1733, Antigua in 1736, Jamaica in 1760 and 1831, Barbados 
in 1816, and Demerara in 1823. It was perhaps exceeded in 
length of time and intensity only by the Haitian revolt of 1791. 

The slaves, attempting to shake off the thraldom of slavery, de¬ 
cided to beat their ploughshares into swords and exact their 
pound of flesh from the master class. The fact that the revolt 
was ultimately unsuccessful was not due simply to the inepti¬ 
tude of the slaves but to the overwhelming odds they were up 
against. The revolt demonstrated that, while the Imperialist pow¬ 
ers might quarrel among themselves, they were prepared to pro¬ 
vide a solid phalanx against the African onslaught and even offer 
military assistance to their imperialist counterparts. Thus, apart 
from assistance from their Dutch colleagues in Suriname. Dem¬ 
erara. Essequibo and St. Eustatius. the Berbice colonists received 
help from the British (a situation quite similar to what had hap¬ 
pened in St. John, where British. French and Dutch forces as¬ 
sisted the Danes). By contrast, the Berbice insurgents remained 
isolated from their brethren in Suriname and Cayenne on the 
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east, and Demerara and Essequlbo on the west. It was this com¬ 
bination of assistance on the one side and isolation on the other 
which ultimately brought about the defeat of the freedom fight¬ 
ers. Nonetheless, for a while the backs of the Whites were up 
against the wall and by the end of the revolt the colonial foimda- 
tions had been visibly shaken in Berbice. and to some extent in 
Demerara. 

The Whites always feared slave revolts which were the nemeses 
of the plantation system. But on a number of occasions they 
were militarily and psychologically unprepared to deal with them 
at the outset, as they most certainly were in the case of Berbice. 
They placed faith In their ability to preempt revolutionary vio¬ 
lence by the paradox of stiff coercion on the one hand and lim¬ 
ited concessions on the other. Although dark clouds were on the 
horizon in Berbice for all who cared to see. the plantocracy looked 
upon these as passing ones which at the worst would only pro¬ 
duce scattered showers, in the form of minor slave uprisings. 
They no doubt reminded themselves that in times like this the 
slaves had often found a vent for their grievances in desertion; 
and even this, in the case of Berbice. had always been small- 
scale by comparison with Suriname and Essequibo. 

The few wiser and more far-sighted among them warned of the 
day of reckoning for the sins they had heaped upon their heads 
through their ill-treatment of the slaves, but they were usually 
dismissed as prophets of doom. Certain planters, in fact, had 
not only refused to let up on the treatment of their slaves but had 
initiated a new round of oppression, in response to the harsh 
economic conditions created by their failure to grow sufficient 
food locally, a dearth of supplies from Europe, and increasing 
impediments placed by the Spanish in respect of the Orinoco 
fishery.^ The fairly consistent growth of the plantation economy 
since the 1730s seemed to give the lie to those who questioned 
the soundness of the economic system. A particularly good har¬ 
vest had been reaped in 1755. and 1763 seemed to hold prom¬ 
ise of another.^ From their standpoint, there was no reason why 
their profits should not continue to increase once humanity con¬ 
tinued to pay homage to materialism. 
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Thus the slaves were pressed out of measure in the drive for 
profits, and what hunger did not do the whip did. The harsh 
treatment meted out to the slaves was clearly the most immedi¬ 
ate reason for the revolt, as the leaders of the insurgents them¬ 
selves informed Governor van Hoogenhelm. They even named 
eight of the most notorious planters and/or managers. Among 
these were BarkeiJ (Barkey). mana^r of Pin. Lilienburg; van 
Lentzing. manager of Pin. De Antonia and a lieutenant in the co¬ 
lonial militia: Dell, manager of Pin. Juliana; Wallenson. manager 
of Pin. De Vigilantie: and Waarneker. manager of Pin. De Velde.^ 

The growth of the slave population, though creepingly slow by 
comparison with that in Suriname or even Demerara. had meant 
more mouths to feed and. equally important, had increased the 
disparity in the African/White ratio in the colony. Officially this 
stood at around 11 to 1 in 1762. but it was perhaps higher due 
to the fact that several slaves were not included in the head count 
for the poll tax. which constituted the basis from which the ratio 
was derived.’ Many of the slaves in the colony in 1763 were 
newly-imported Africans who had not been socialized in the sys¬ 
tem and who were therefore the most likely to seek to opt out of 
it. Historians agree that they formed a crucial element in the 
struggle for freedom and that some of them played important 
leadership roles. 

The slaves considered the time propitious for a revolt because of 
two important circumstances: an epidemic which raged in the 
colony between 1756 and 1765, and a spate of servile unrest 
over the last few years. The epidemic - dysentery - seems to have 
originated among the Whites and was largely confined to them. 
It reduced their numbers and affected their health. By mid-1762 
they were really in the grip of the epidemic, which continued 
throughout the period of the revolt with short phases of remis¬ 
sion. It carried off several members of the Court of Policy, sev¬ 
eral managers of the Association’s plantations, and dozens of 
soldiers and marines sent out to quell the revolt. At one stage, 
this circumstance was largely responsible for the Governor’s 
decision to co-opt other persons as members of the Court of 
Policy and Criminal Justice.*^ The sickness also attacked both 
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the Governor and Gerard Thlelen. lieutenant of the regular forces 
in the colony and. though they recovered somewhat from it, they 
suffered from its aftermath for some time. The military person¬ 
nel were so badly affected by the sickness that only ten soldiers 
at Fort Nassau were fit for duty at the onset of the revolt. Even 
the recall of others from various outposts could not bring the 
number of At ones to more than thirty-flve. In any case, the total 
number of soldiers in the colony before the outbreak of the epi¬ 
demic did not exceed 100. The epidemic of war came in the 
midst of the epidemic of disease and together proved to be a two- 
edged sword which wrought havoc among the Whites. 

The influence of recent minor Insurrections on the minds of the 
slaves was also an important factor. Insurrections occurred in 
1749, 1752 and 1762. the last of which threw the Whites into 
real panic. There were also rumours of insurrection or intended 
insurrection on Pin. Savonette in upper Berbice and at Fbrt Nas¬ 
sau towards the end of 1762; at least three notable incidents 
(1751. 1756 and 1759) of insubordination among the merce¬ 
nary soldiers stationed In the colony, one of which was an at¬ 
tempt at desertion; the looting of an estate in the neighbouring 
colony of Demerara early in 1763; and the threat to the Akawois 
post around the same time by hostile Indians.^ All these devel¬ 
opments seemed to be reaching a climax in 1763, and it is in¬ 
dicative of the slaves’ revolutionary consciousness that they did 
not let the hour of opportunity go by without striking a blow for 
freedom. 

This raises the question of the extent to which the revolt was a 
thoroughly prepared and organised movement by the slaves to 
achieve mastery over the colony. Goslinga asserts that the evi¬ 
dence from the slave trials indicates that the Berbice Insurgents 
had been planning a revolt for a long time, and that the Canje 
insurrection simply acted as a catalyst for the larger one in 
Berbice.® This point has not been proven conclusively. What is 
certain is that the first signs of revolt c£une from Magdalenenburg 
on the Canje on 23 February 1763. This revolt was apparently 
spontaneous, and initially involved the 73 slaves on that planta¬ 
tion and their brothers on Providence, the neighbouring planta- 
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tlon. The specific factors which prompted the revolt have not 
come to light but we know that the slaves on Magdalenenburg 
were treated cruelly.^ This, plus the fact that the plantation was 
located in one of the most vulnerable parts of the colony from 
the military viewpoint, made it a prime target for insurrection. 

Pin. Providence was supposed to spearhead the southern defence 
of the river and Jean JollJ. the manager of the plantation, was a 
militia captain. But his first recourse was to flee for his life, and 
so the insurgents, after looting, putting to death an African fore¬ 
man - whom they regarded as a collaborator with the master 
class - and two Whites on the two plantations which they had 
overrun, and seizing whatever arms and ammunition they could 
lay their hands on. crossed to the other side of the Canje river 
and made off overland in the direction of Corentyne. Indications 
are that they were hoping to link up with, and become members 
of. the maroon communities in Suriname.By 1 March, peace 
and quiet seemed to have returned to the Canje front, but this 
was an illusory calm for. two days later, the insurgents attacked 
the Corentyne post, causing its occupants to flee for their lives. 
Shortly after, several planters fled from the middle to the lower 
reaches of the Canje river because the slaves there had begun to 
“show inclination to rebel”." Their fears were not unfounded 
for. in the weeks that followed. Canje witnessed a fairly large 
uprising which almost completely devastated the estates and 
brought production to a standstill. In ecirly June, a reconnoi¬ 
tring party reported that as far as the Corentyne post only a few 
buildings were left standing.'^ 


Meanwhile, on 27 February, the slaves on several plantations along 
the middle reaches of the Berbice river had also decided to put 
an end to the untrammelled control of their masters and had 
wiped out several of them. The extent of the influence of the 
Canje revolt on that in Berbice is difficult to ascertain, but it 
must have been at least indirect, for the news of that revolt reached 
the ears of the slaves in Berbice. Some writers suggest that the 
influence was greater, that several slaves from Magdalenenburg 
crossed into Berbice and incited the slaves there to revolt. On 6 
March, van Hoogenheim did express fears that tlic insurgents in 
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the two river areas would Join forces.*^ This is precisely what 
happened, though we are uncertain at what time it actually took 
place. 

The earliest available evidence that such a link was being at¬ 
tempted comes from van Hoogenhelm on 31 March. On that 
day, he wrote that the two senior leaders of the Berbice insur¬ 
gents had sent one of their colleagues to encourage the runaways 
in Canje to pursue the Whites to the coast. Some months later, 
he declared that he had been Informed that the insurgents in 
Canje had sent to their brethren in Berbice for gunpowder, but 
that they could not provide it since they themselves were in short 
supply.'^ We also learn from the same source that Accabre and 
Paulus, two of the leaders In the latter part of the Berbice revolt, 
belonged to Pin. Stevensburg. on the Canje river; and that Fortuijn 
(Fbrtuln) of Pin. Helvetia in Berbice. and another of the main 
leaders of the revolt there, had a great following among the Cemje 
insurgents.*® According to Velzlng. a recent writer on the sub¬ 
ject. Koft (Cuffy). the 'maximum leader’ of the Berbice insurgents, 
had sent him to Canje as Governor, with a force to drive out the 
Whites.'* The evidence is more than sufficient to confirm that 
the Canje and Berbice revolts became merged, possibly by late 
March 1763. 

The plantations usually associated with the early phase of the 
Berbice revolt are Lilienburg, Juliana. Hollandia, Zeelandia, Eliza¬ 
beth amd Alexandria.*’ The first four of these have been vari¬ 
ously put forward by different writers as the eye of the storm, but 
the evidence on this score is quite patchy at present. There is 
little doubt, however, that Lilienburg played a major role, con¬ 
tributing four of the main leaders of the revolt, including Kofi, 
and Akara (Accara), his second in command. 

The insurrection in Berbice initially followed a pattern similar to 
that in the Canje - looting, burning, putting to death of Whites, 
and seizing the available arms and ammunition found on the 
estates. However, the insurgents on the Berbice river, unlike those 
on the Canje at the outset, had no intention of retreating into the 
forests. Rather they were bent upon a war of liberation and driv- 
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ing the Whites completely out of the colony. The new direction 
thus given to the insurrectionary movement had a highly beneH- 
clal effect upon the insurgents in Canje. because they reoccupied 
the estates from which they had retreated and carried the war of 
liberation further downriver. Within less than a month after the 
commencement of the revolt the vast majority of estates in the 
colony had been captured by the insurgents. The Whites, whose 
estates in upper Berbice had been taken, initially made an at- 
tempt to entrench themselves on Pin. Peereboom. lower downriver 
but. ftndlng it Impossible to hold out against their besiegers, they 
made a desperate bid for safety. However, in their attempt to 
reach their boats located in the river many of them were killed, 
while several others were captured and put to death. Few lived 
to tell the tale lower downriver. 

As a result of the capture of Peereboom by the slaves, the way to 
Fort Nassau lay open. Here, van Hoogenhelm. along with refu¬ 
gees from many plantations and his small military force, had 
taken asylum, hoping to put a stop to the escalation of the revolt 
but. on a survey of the fort, it soon became evident that it could 
not withstand a serious African offensive.'^ In the circumstances, 
both the military officers and the civilians agreed that further 
retreat downriver was absolutely necessary, if they hoped to save 
their lives. 

The action thus became centred for a while on Dageraad, one of 
the Association's estates, which became the new place of refuge 
for the Whites. The slaves on that estate, said to be mainly cre¬ 
ole. had remained on the whole extremely quiet and loyal.The 
place was also much more defensible than Fort Nassau. An at¬ 
tack from the land side would be difficult because of the deep 
swamps and the low-lying lands which were under water for a 
considerable part of the year, while on the river side the few ships 
at the disposal of the Governor could easily shell the insurgents 
in the event of an attack from that quarter. In addition, the es¬ 
tate offered good drinking water facilities and provision grounds, 
and these could easily be supplemented by the estates lower down, 
which so far had not fallen into the hands of the insurgents.^® 
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In spite of these advantages, the Whites did not remain long at 
Dageraad for. buoyed by their initial successes, the Africans were 
propelled into further action and were rapidly closing in on the 
estate. This produced such bedlam among the Whites that many 
of them fled on board the ships in the river and forced van 
Hoogenheim to quit that estate and retreat to Fort St. Andries. 
located at the coi^uence of the Canje and Berbice rivers. Mean¬ 
while. the Whites had completely lost control of the estates along 
the Canje river and had also taken refuge at St. Andries. where 
they experienced a precarious existence. 

The fort was completely indefensible as it stood at the time. Some 
effort was now made to Improve it by erecting a battery and mount¬ 
ing three or four small pieces of cannon on it. but its defensibillty 
was neither apparent nor real. There was also a chronic short¬ 
age of food and drinking water.^' The Whites were consequently 
reduced to the nadir of despair, and not a few of them found 
relief from their physical privations through death, occasioned 
by dysentery and other diseases. 


The situation in which the Whites found themselves reflected their 
inability up to that point to rationalize their actions. Had the 
Whites in upper Canje and upper Berbice been relieved by mili¬ 
tary assistance from the estates lower down, the revolt might 
have been contained, at least for a while. But the military weak¬ 
ness of the colony made such assistance Impossible, van 
Hoogenheim was able only to dispatch a merchant vessel with 
about a dozen sailors to protect Pin. Stevensburg, the 
southernmost estate on the Canje. which was being threatened 
by Insurgents. Not even this minimal assistance was forthcom¬ 
ing for Peereboom. 


Indeed, the early stages of the revolt betrayed a spectacle of com¬ 
plete disunity and cowardice among the Whites. The first and 
perhaps the only thought of the ordinary civilians who were sup¬ 
posed to form the militia of the colony was to seek safety in flight. 
This is precisely what they did. Several of them made their way 
to Demerara, others fled to areas lower down the rivers, always a 
step or two ahead of the insurgents; still others crowded the decks 
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of the merchant vessels in the river. According to van Hoogenheim, 
those who had initially sought refuge in Fbrt Nassau began "shout¬ 
ing and screaming", and engaged in "woeful lamentation and con¬ 
sternation" at the approach of the insurgents.^ 

The militia officers and the members of the colonial Government, 
without any compunction, considered their personal safety above 
their obligations to the colony. Among those culpable of derelic¬ 
tion of duty were van Lentzlng (a militia officer), the Fiscal and 
the Chancery Master, all three of whom took refuge on merchant 
ships in the river, and also two members of the Court of Policy 
who fled to Demerara.^ This lack of commitment to the system 
by the colonial officials was verbalized by Harkenroth. the Gov¬ 
ernment Secretary, at the onset of the revolt: “I can’t get enough 
for myself and my wife, and don’t feel bound to stand here and 
be shot at for twenty guilders a month."*^ 

If the colonial officers felt little if any obligation to maintain the 
colonial system, it Is hardly conceivable that the captains of the 
four merchant ships in the harbour at the time would have been 
favourably disposed to doing so. van Hoogenheim attempted to 
requisition the services of these vessels and their crew, but he 
received cooperation from only one of them. The others refused 
to sail any considerable distance upriver or go to the assistance 
of the refugees at Peereboom.“ 

Thus, in their hour of travail, the Whites who had closed ranks 
so effectively against the Africans now engaged in scenes of disu¬ 
nity. confusion and panic. The Governor temporarily lost con¬ 
trol of the situation and had to put up with Instances of insubor¬ 
dination from all classes of Whites. His patience wore thin. But. 
on the other hand, contrary to the picture usually presented of 
him. the impression is gained that he was irascible. Jumpy and 
not always as resolute as he depicted himself in his diary. This 
is perhaps understandable in the circumstances, for it is a supe¬ 
rior soul who Cem maintain his equanimity when things begin to 
fall apart around him. 

Nevertheless, the Governor adopted various measures to pre- 
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vent the complete takeover of the colony by the Insurgents. He 
sent whatever forces were available to relieve the colonists who 
were hard-pressed, called several extraordinary meetings of the 
Court of Policy, and made a careful assessment of the capacity of 
the colony to defend itself. He also wrote several letters to the 
Directors of the Berblce Association, the Governor of Suriname, 
the Director-General of Bssequlbo-Demerara. and the States 
General of the Netherlands, seeking urgent assistance. But up to 
the middle of March no such help was forthcoming for reasons 
detailed below, and on the whole the measures adopted by the 
Whites to contain the revolt had proved feeble and futile up to 
that point. 

But the initiatives taken by the slaves to promote their own lib¬ 
eration were also hi^y conducive to this state of affairs. The 
revolt on the Berbice river took on the character of an organized 
movement within the first few weeks of its commencement. Revo¬ 
lutionary leaders of some calibre came to the fore. Kofi, a cooper 
of Akan origin on the Lilienburg estate (recognized by the Insur¬ 
ants as “Governor of the Negroes of Berblce”). along with Akara 
and Atta, who were both apparently also of Akan origin, formed 
the inner core of leadership. Nonetheless, it appears that at first 
there was a fair degree of unity or cooperation between the Akan 
and Central Africans (Kon^lese and Angolans): at least there 
seemed to be no major conflicts among them. At this point, the 
vast majority of slaves paid more than lip service to the cause, 
while the others were In no position to withstand the Insurgents. 

The leaders took care to guide the insurrection along military 
lines. They adopted European military ranks and sought to equip 
their followers with weapons and achieve some degree of disci¬ 
pline. They obtained some guns from those estates which were 
managed by militia ofHcers, such as De Antonia on the Berbice 
river and Providence on the Canje. In addition, several estates 
had small caches of weapons, the location of which the slaves 
knew, as In the case of Magdalenenburg. Rodway states that they 
possessed 400 muskets and quite a large quantity of ammuni¬ 
tion. besides other weapons such as cutlasses, and that this gave 
them a clear advantage in weaponry over their opponents.^^ 
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In the early stages of the revolt strict discipline and sentinels 
constantly on guard were prominent features of life among the 
insiu-gents. according to the testimony of a White woman who 
had been held captive by them for a whlle.*^ Thus, in spite of 
several deficiencies in the organization and conduct of the revolt, 
the factors outlined above were, on the whole, favourable to the 
cause of the insurgents. They had driven the colonists almost 
completely out of the colony, confining them by mid-March to the 
swampy and malaria-infected area at the mouth of the Canje river. 


The revolt also affected the neighbouring Dutch colonies. The 
possibility of a link-up between the Insurgents and the maroons 
in Suriname was more than a remote one. while a link-up with 
the slaves in Demerara and Essequlbo was an even greater pos¬ 
sibility. In fact, the first news in Demerara and £ssequlbo of the 
outbreak of the revolt was accompanied by rumors that the in¬ 
surgents were threatening to spread it to those areas. These 
nunours were not altogether unfoimded for. around April. 200 
rebels were dispatched to Demerara to overthrow the slave sys¬ 
tem there. Unfortimately. this coalition between the Africans of 
the two territories was never achieved because the force sent from 
Berblce found the paths to be impassable at that time of the 
year.*® Still, the Whites had cause to worry, van's Gravesande 
thou^t that he detected signs of imrest among the slaves in Dem¬ 
erara and a state of tense expectancy prevailed throughout the 
territory and also in Essequibo. The planters in upper Dem¬ 
erara fled down-river for safety.*® 


The officials in Demerara and Essequibo took all possible pre¬ 
cautions. They called meetings of the Court of Policy and the 
militia offlcers. and issued orders against able-bodied men leav¬ 
ing the colony. The women and children were transferred to 
Essequibo and St. Eustatius. and a few of the soldiers were dis¬ 
patched from Essequibo to Demerara, which was more vulner¬ 
able to attack from Berbice. But these soldiers could offer no 
more than token resistance to the insurgents, since the total 
number of troops in Essequibo and Demerara could not have 
been more than 50. van’s Gravesande also sought help from 
Gedney Clarke, a Barbadian planter with large investments in 
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Demerara. He requested the Indians in upper Demerara to mo> 
bilize and to go to upper Berbice to block the paths to E>enierara. 
It took some time to put these last two measures into effect and 
it was only in late April that Demerara and Essequibo felt se- 
cure, with the arrival of two brigantines and 300 soldiers and 
sailors from Barbados, van’s Gravesande was also assured of 
further help from the Governor of Barbados.^ 

Suriname was in a much better position than Demerara and 
Essequibo to prevent the spread of the revolt into that colony, 
due partly to the fact that the number of insurgents in upper 
Canje was much smaller than in upper Berbice. and partly to the 
presence of a much larger military force in Suriname than in the 
other colonies. Nevertheless, the situation produced some jit¬ 
ters throughout the colony, largely through fear that the revolt 
might cause disquiet and even insurgency among the local slaves. 
Therefore, in order to insulate the colony from the effects of the 
revolt, the colonial administration published a curious edict ’’pro¬ 
hibiting the spread of dangerous rumours”, on pain of the ru¬ 
mour-mongers being punished as ”agitators”.^‘ 

More effective action was also taken. A force of about seventy 
soldiers was dispatched to Corentyne to protect the western sec¬ 
tion of the colony, and another hundred to relieve the beleaguered 
Whites at St. Andrles.®* These troops arrived in Berbice on 28 
March, due to the lack of ships to transport them earlier, but 
their arrival marked an important event in the story of the slave 
revolt, van Hoogenheim took the decision two days later to leave 
a small part of this force at St. Andries and return upriver to 
Dageraad with the rest. His reasons for doing so appear to have 
been the greater all-round security which that estate offered as 
compared with St. Andries: the provision grounds which could 
be cultivated by faithful slaves, thus providing badly-needed food 
supplies: and the need to carry out a counteroffensive against his 
opponents. The decision gave the Whites a tactical advantage 
over the Insurgents and led to the retreat of the latter from the 
estates between Dageraad and St. Andries. This was the first 
time that they had been forced to yield ground, and this event 
must therefore be seen as a signiffcant setback for them. 
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An issue which has confounded historians and which seems in¬ 
explicable up to this time is why the insurgents did not continue 
the onslau^t on the Whites around mid-March, when almost 
the entire colony lay prostrate at their feet. All that was needed 
was a single strike on Fort St. Andries to give the coup de grdce 
to achieve a glorious act of self-liberation. However, the cue was 
fluffed and this proved to be the sin^e most important mistake 
in the entire conflict. The insurgents must have known that the 
fort was vulnerable to sustained attack and yet they seem to have 
made no effort to capture it. In trying to explain the strange 
action, or inaction, of the insurgents. Goslinga has put forward 
the view that, at that critical moment. Kofl came to the conclu¬ 
sion that the Africans could not run the colony without the Whites. 
Perhaps we should cite Goslinga more directly here: 

Being the man he was. probably always aware of his 
own social backwardness, he saw the world in which 
he lived suddenly collapse with the disappearance of 
the hated ruling class. Somehow he began to realize 
the unreality of his attitude towards his former mas¬ 
ters. They had something Berbice needed and which 
the Africans did not have, or at any rate, not yet. He 
became somehow convinced that Berbice would col¬ 
lapse and fall into decay without the benefits of the 
White presence." 

Goslinga obviously had the Haitian situation in mind when 
Toussalnt UOuverture was the head of the revolution for we have 
absolutely no proof that Kofl thought along these lines at all. nor 
can we logically infer that even in his wildest soliloquies he voiced 
such sentiments. At no time in his correspondence with van 
Hoogenheim did he suggest Joint participation of Whites and Af¬ 
ricans in a single Government, though he did suggest partition¬ 
ing the country. More soberly, but almost as an afterthought. 
Goslinga suggests that centrifugal tendencies might have begun 
to nibble away the unity displayed by the leaders up to that point. 
This explanation is more plausible, but again evidence to sub¬ 
stantiate it is lacking. 
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In the absence of any firm evidence on the subject, two other 
e^lanations are hazarded. The leaders mi^t have decided to 
proceed with caution, since the merchant vessels had moved 
downstream, close to St. Andries. and might have been used 
against them to good effect. They might also have felt that hun¬ 
ger. fear and disease would prove to be a threefold cord around 
the necks of the Whites, and that there would be no need to ex¬ 
pend African lives on what seemed virtually a fait accompli. 
Whatever the reasons for declaring a halt to military action, the 
result was that two vital weeks were wasted, allowing the Whites 
to make some repairs to the fort and obtain the necessary rein¬ 
forcements to reoccupy Dageraad. 

Despite this blunder, the situation still hung in the balance for 
the Whites. But van Hoogenheim immediately set to work im¬ 
proving the fortifications on the plantation, in an effort to resist 
the Impending attack by his antagonists, who were entrenched 
in large numbers on VlgUantie. the adjacent plantation. The Afri¬ 
cans carried out an ill-concerted attack on 2 April and followed 
it up with a more formidable one on 13 May. 

The second encounter had perhaps as crucial a significance for 
the ultimate suppression of the revolt as van Hoo^nhelm’s deci¬ 
sion to reoccupy Dageraad. The Whites were in a much better 
position to resist the Africans than on any previous occasion be¬ 
cause. a few days before, about 146 soldiers, besides sailors, 
had been sent in two well-armed barques from St. Eustatlus to 
helpthem.®^ The African forces were silso numerous. They were 
divided into three columns and were estimated by their antago¬ 
nists at between 2.000 and 2.500 men. The fight lasted for about 
five horns and the Africans suffered an estimated casualty of 50 
men. as against 8 on the part of the Whltes.^^ More Important 
than the physical loss sustained by the insurgents was their con¬ 
siderable loss of morale. The abortive attack might also have led 
to. or Increased, the disagreement within the leadership, as may 
be noticed more specifically later on. 

During the next five months, several petty skirmishes occurred 
between the two forces but no important encounters, and nel- 
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ther party was forced to quit fiu*ther territory. The failure of the 
two forces to come to grips with each other can be partly ex¬ 
plained by the fact that the rainy season be^n around this time. 
But this season would only have lasted for about three months, 
and therefore other factors must have been of great and perhaps 
of crucial importance. 

The colonists at Dageraad began to experience another virulent 
attack of dysentery, which had abated temporarily and by the 
end of May this sickness had made Inroads among the newly- 
arrived sailors and soldiers. Though on 7 July another ship 
anchored in the colony from St. Eustatius with 40 soldiers, these 
also quickly fell prey to the dreaded disease. 

Up to this time no military assistance had arrived from the Neth¬ 
erlands. It was only In late May that the report of the insurrec¬ 
tion In Berbice reached that country, through private sources, 
and was confirmed a few days later by the receipt of an official 
dispatch to the Directors of the colony. They immediately de¬ 
cided to send out a small relief force of 50 soldiers in two ships 
and to request further assistance from the States General. This 
body decided to send out initially three well-armed naval ves¬ 
sels, having 56 guns and 410 men. This force was to be rein¬ 
forced shortly by another, comprising about five vessels and 600 
men. to be raised from volunteers. The two forces sent out by 
the States General arrived in Berbice around November and De¬ 
cember respectively.^ 

In the meantime, the colonists once again had been reduced to a 
state of despair by 10 October, with only a little over 42 men 
being fit for military duties. Moreover, during the five months' 
stalemate not much reliance could be placed upon the soldiers 
sent from St. Eustatius and Suriname, composed as they were 
of mercenaries from various European countries. Although van 
Hoogenheim had placed relatively large bounties upon the heads 
of Kofi and Akara. and smaller ones upon those of the other 
insurgents and. although he had agreed to pay compensation to 
those injured in action, he doubted that this would evoke much 
enthusiasm among the soldiers. Growing insubordination among 
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them became evident, yet in the circumstances he had to deal 
ll^tly with them. However, he felt obliged to send two of them 
back to Surlname.^^ To make matters worse, in September Cap- 
tain Hattinga. the military officer in charge of St. Andries, left his 
post in a drunken stupor and sailed up the Canje with some of 
his soldiers, shooting at everything and everyone In sight. 

But even this event did not give as much cause for alarm as the 
mutiny and desertion which occurred in July among the troops 
from Suriname on the Corentyne river. About 42 of them tried to 
make their way to Orinoco but. on coming up against a group of 
insurgents on Magdalenenburg. they sought asylum with them 
and offered them military assistance against their enemies. Natu¬ 
rally. the insurgents viewed them with grave suspicion because 
they could not fathom why such a large party of Whites, armed 
with weapons, would seek to embrace their cause. This would 
clearly not be a marriage of love and might not be one of conven¬ 
ience either. The insurgents became convinced that the desert¬ 
ers were really spies and commandos secretly dispatched among 
them to subvert the revolution. No kiss of life was extended to 
them; instead. 28 of them were executed, others were put to toil 
on the estates, and three sent to Kofi who was resident at Fort 
Nassau at the time. Presumably, they were able to convince him 
that they possessed special skills as gunsmiths and ‘medicine 
men’ - skills greatly needed by the insurgents. These were there¬ 
fore put to cleaning and repairing firearms, teaching the insur¬ 
gents to use them effectively, and looking after the sick, no doubt 
imder the watchful eyes of African guards.^ 

The natural and human disasters encountered in the White camp 
meant that they were in no position to take the offensive against 
the Africans in the five months under discussion. As disease 
and death etched their way into the White body politic, the Gov¬ 
ernor became increasingly unsure of his capacity to hold out at 
Dageraad. For one brief moment he bared his soul, declaring on 
4 October that the Whites were like “sitting ducks“.^® It was only 
because he realized that the alternative to remaining at Dageraad 
was quitting the colony that he remained at his post. 
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But the Africans were also having their problems and had obvi> 
ously become quite confused when van Hoogenhelm's return to 
Dageraad forced them on the defensive. They knew that they 
could continue to fight and perhaps chip away at the Whites’ de¬ 
fence. but some of the leadership were now unsiue that they could 
'make a revolution'. Had they known that by mid-August the 
White defence had become like a hollow reed, there might have 
been a different story to tell on the pages of history. However, it 
is doubtful that they were aware of this, for van Hoogenheim had 
taken care to maintain a show of strength by making improve¬ 
ments to the fortihcatlon on the estate. 

Apart from their lack of knowledge of the true circumstances of 
the colonists, many of them also suffered from what Goslinga 
pithily referred to as “victory disease".*® The first flush of suc¬ 
cess had thrown many of them into a euphoric mood before the 
task of liberation was fully accomplished. The result was that 
they became careless and discipline became a major problem. 
The provision grounds were n^ected and the leaders had to 
coerce many of them, including those who had refused to side 
voluntarily with the insurgents, to grow food. Some of them be¬ 
came sullen and resentful, partly because they misunderstood 
what the revolution was about and thought of it mainly in terms 
of freedom from agricultural toil. The initial reaction of these 
slaves is understandable when we consider that they had been 
toiling in this way for a long time without any respite. They had 
understood that the revolution would bring about the death of 
slavery, but now it seemed that the Institution was being resiu*- 
rected in Its old burial shroud. This attitude to work persisted 
for too long and created untold problems, which the leaders never 
fully resolved. As it was, famine followed In the wake of war and 
ne^ect of food crops. The Whites were informed that many of 
the insurrectionists were forced to eat horses, dogs, cats and the 
like to survive. 

The coercion of the Creole slaves (apparently resident mainly on 
the Association’s estates) and some African-born slaves to join 
the revolt did not help the cause of unity and in fact indicated 
that unanimity of views and action had never prevailed In the 
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first place. There was little love lost between the Creoles and the 
African-bom slaves, and the former chafed under the ‘burden’ of 
having to work for. and obey the commands of. the latter. This 
resentment manifested Itself at times in the Creoles' seeking to 
return to their masters’ fold, and threatening to assassinate the 
African-born leaders.^* When the opportunity came later in the 
year for them to make their peace with the Whites, many of them 
did so willingly. There were also some Africans who. for various 
personal reasons, did not wish to Join the revolt and these also 
sought opportunity to divorce themselves from the ranks of the 
insurgents.^^ These cleavages in slave society therefore did noth¬ 
ing to promote the cause of liberation and were Important fac¬ 
tors in destroying the revolt. 

A more disturbing aspect than the disunity among the rank and 
file of the slave population was the growing antagonism among 
the hard-core leadership, which in turn produced further cleav¬ 
ages at the lower levels. The precise reasons for the friction among 
the leadership have not come to light, but we know that they 
were partly due to strategic/organizational factors, partly to eth¬ 
nic ones, and perhaps also to personality clashes. While we can¬ 
not unravel the tanked web of relationships at the leadership 
level, we can be reasonably sure that dissension first manifested 
itself among the Akan leaders, between Kofi and Akara. and later 
between Kofi and Atta. leading eventually to Kofi’s death and the 
assumption of power for a while by Atta. We also know that the 
Akan (Gold Coast) and ‘Kongo’ (Central African) groups ran foul 
of each other, causing an ethnic split later on. 

Naturally, tensions ran high from around April when the first 
reverses were experienced. Eventually, the tenuous unity among 
the leadership snapped like a spring woimd too tightly. The disa¬ 
greement between Kofi and Akara started in early April. Appar¬ 
ently. the offensive against Dageraad on 2 April was carried out 
at the instigation of Akara and without the knowledge or approval 
of Kofi, as can be Inferred from the latter’s letter to van 
Hoogenheim shortly after. Akara wanted to go for the kill. Kofi, 
on the other hand, while by no means eschewing war to the death 
against the Whites, looked upon it as a last resort and thought 
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that a negotiated settlement was possible. In pursuit of this, he 
began to dictate letters to van Hoogenheim from around 8 March, 
and about eight letters In all were dispatched by him.^ These 
letters were written by Whites and Coloureds whom he had cap¬ 
tured. and an educated African called Prlns. who had been a 
foreman on Pin. Helvetia. They were ostensibly sent by Kofi and 
Akara. but the latter might not have been too keen about the 
correspondence. 

The correspondence between Kofi and van Hoogenheim lasted 
for several months and is important for three main reasons. It 
allowed van Hoogenheim to play for time while he awaited rein¬ 
forcements from £urop>e. This was expressly stated by him on 
at least three ocaslons.^ He had no Intention of coming to any 
agreement with the insurgents, but at the same time it reinforced 
Kofi's view that the ‘paper palaver' might eventually lead to a peace 
treaty with the Governor. It also caused him to temporize at 
times when military action might have been more appropriate 
and effective. Fbr example, on one occasion a planned attack by 
the Insurgents was called off because the day before it was due to 
take place Kofi had received a letter from van Hoogenheim which 
gave him hope that his negotiations would succeed.^^ Finally; it 
allows us to trace his dramatic shift from his early position of 
total abolition of White rule in the colony to one of allowing the 
Whites to resume control of a large part of the colony. His shift 
in position reflected his growing uncertainties about the ultimate 
success of the revolt. 

A careful look at five of the letters he dispatched will bear out the 
point about his change of heart. In his first known letter, written 
in early March when all was going well for the insurgents, he 
advised van Hoogenheim to quit the colony or prepare for fur¬ 
ther military action. At the same time, he made it clear that he 
would not allow the Whites to take any slaves with them when 
leaving. However, by 3 April, when the Whites had already re¬ 
sumed control of a few estates, the African offensive against them 
on the previous day having failed and dissension having increased 
between him and Akara over the execution of this attack, he wrote 
the Governor offering a compromise. The Whites would be al- 
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lowed to occupy lower Berbice and the Africans at the time on 
board the ships in the river were to remain slaves. He offered a 
further compromise in a third letter dated 9 May. This time he 
proposed restoring the estates to the Whites but without the Afri¬ 
cans thereon. He must have encountered stiff opposition to this 
proposal from among the leadership, and this might have been 
the reason why he reverted to the compromise offered on 3 April, 
when he resumed correspondence on 27 July.^^ after a break of 
about one and a half months. On 2 August, he offered yet an¬ 
other compromise which would have allowed him to retain only 
four estates: Savonette. MarkeiJ. Oostburg and Peereboom.*^ 

The protracted correspondence which Kofi carried on with van 
Hoogenheim raises several questions about his leadership ca¬ 
pacity. He comes across on paper as a poor tactician, especially 
since the advantages he hoped to gain by the negotiations are not 
obvious, while the correspondence gave the Governor the oppor¬ 
tunity of practising cimning bordering on deceit, and using diver¬ 
sionary tactics to keep the insurgents away from a military course 
of action. 

One should, not Judge Kofi too harshly however, until more is 
known about the thinking which informed his decision to negoti¬ 
ate. The majority of the revolutionary council might well have 
considered it an astute move initially, especially when we recall 
that an important treaty had been made between the colonial 
Government and the maroons in Suriname only two years ear¬ 
lier. a treaty about which the slaves in Berbice must have known. 
Kofi might also have felt that even if they should succeed initially 
in driving the Whites out of the colony, the latter would return 
with new and more powerful engines of war. and consequently 
that the time for negotiating was while the insurgents held the 
upper hand. 

Whatever the reasons for the negotiations, the fact is that while 
these were transpiring, the divisions within the leadership were 
becoming deeper, particularly between Kofi and Atta. The last 
letter known to have been sent by Kofi was dated 7 August, while 
the last report of him by the Governor as leader of the Insur- 
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gents, was on 12 August. Matters came to a head over the lead- 
ership Issue between this date and 19 October, when the leader's 
death was first recorded by van Hoogenhelm.^ KoH. no longer 
able to retain the leadership, decided to commit suicide, but not 
before burying a large quantity of gunpowder.*^ Atta, the new 
leader, appointed several new officers, among them Goussari and 
Accabre. As for Akara. he was reduced to menial work once 
again, and later sold his soul to the Whites for a pardon. 

One aspect of the leadership struggle, as intimated above, was 
the ethnic rivalry which eventually led to the 'Kongo* group sepa¬ 
rating itself from the Akan. Ethnic antagonisms were not un¬ 
known in slave society and many planters tried to ensure an eth¬ 
nic mix among their slaves precisely in hope that this would help 
to keep slave society weak and divided. Unfortunately, in the 
case of Berbice we know almost nothing about the ethnic compo¬ 
sition of the slave community. We may conclude, however, from 
the fact that at a given point in the revolt it split so clearly along 
ethnic lines, that ethnicity was a prominent feature of slave soci¬ 
ety before the onset of the revolt. The lack of ethnic homogeneity 
was always a threat to the success of the revolt and this contra¬ 
diction in slave society was pathetically revealed when the insur¬ 
gents were put imder strain by untoward events late in the year. 
Nevertheless, the split did not occur at the time of Kofi's over¬ 
throw. for Atta and Accabre. two of the main leaders of the new 
order, were of Akan and 'Kongo* origin respectively. The evidence 
suggests, however, that the Akan continued to dominate the lead¬ 
ership. 

The news that the movement had split along ethnic lines and 
that the Akan were attempting to lord it over the rest flrst broke 
in late November, through a White fugitive once held prisoner by 
the Insurgents. While the reasons for the split remain obscure, 
we know that a large number of Central Africans hived off and 
gave up the primary task of defeating the Whites. But the insur¬ 
gents dissipated their energies further by actual, and at times 
bitter, fighting between Akan and Central Africans.^ Not even at 
the time of the White counteroffensive towards the end of the 
year did they see it in their interest to bury the hatchet. The Whites 
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were therefore able to defeat them separately. This is one of the 
saddest commentaries on the revolt. 

Quite apart from the disunity in the ranks of the Insurgents was 
their failure to deal ruthlessly and uncompromisingly with every 
White and free Coloured whom they had captured. Several of 
these people whose lives they spared, but whom they kept as 
prisoners, managed to escape or were sent as emissaries to van 
Hoogenheim. These gave valuable information to the Whites lower 
downriver. For instance, the Governor received eyewitness re¬ 
ports from Whites: Rev. Fhmring. Mrs. Schreuder, Mrs. van de 
Broek. and Madam George: and also from the free Coloureds. 
Charbon and Paulus. As a result, he was kept fairly up-to-date 
with information about the shortage of provisions and ammuni¬ 
tion among the Insurgents, their disunity, their military defences, 
and the like. Even when considering the services which the mu¬ 
tineers from Suriname rendered the Africans, we should note 
that these did not prove a vital asset to the revolt. Moreover, one 
of the mutineers, the surgeon Mangemelster whom the Whites 
captured in November, gave vital information to them concern¬ 
ing the plans of the Africans and the discord that reigned among 
them.^‘ But the intelligence corps of the Whites was not confined 
to those Just mentioned: it also Included faithful Africans and 
Amerindians. 

The Amerindians also played an important role against the Afri¬ 
cans by acting as the military auxiliaries to the Whites. From the 
early days of the revolt, the colonial Government sought the as¬ 
sistance of those of the surroimding regions to quarantine the 
Africans and thus prevent their departure from Canje and Berbice 
to Corentyne. Demerara and Essequlbo. or into the far interior. 
Several skirmishes occurred between Amerindians and Africans 
during the early and middle stages of the revolt, and these de¬ 
flected much of the insurgents' attention away from the Whites. 

It seems therefore that during the five months. June to October, 
though on the surface a stalemate had been reached in the con¬ 
frontation between the colonial and the insurrectionary forces, 
in reality the latter were slowly losing ground. Their temporising 
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was ultimately their undoing. By early December, a large part of 
the mlUtary and naval reinforcements sent out from Europe had 
arrived in the colony. These consisted of about 460 men. be* 
sides three men-of>war and two merchant shlps.’^ The arithme¬ 
tic of power was now decidedly in favour of the Whites, who soon 
took the offensive. It was precisely from this time that the hope¬ 
less divisions among the Africans became apparent. 


The colonial administration now put into effect a plan of action 
which they had thoroughly worked out some months before. The 
plan entailed establishing buffers along the Corentyne and upper 
Berbice and Demerara rivers in order to prevent the retreat of 
the insurgents to those places. The importance of this strategy, 
underlined by van’s Gravesande in respect of the Demerara river, 
held good for the other two rivers: 


If their retreat in this direction is unhindered the 
rebels will be able to form settlements everywhere in 
the upriver lands and so continually disturb us. be¬ 
coming also a refuge for our malcontent slaves, as 
the experience of Suriname testifies.^ 


The quarantining of the insurgents within a relatively narrow area 
was therefore the first objective, and soon they were beleaguered 
on all sides. A detachment was sent in November to capture 
Horstenburg. Stevensburg, and other estates in upper Canje. 
Simultaneously, another detachment was sent via the Demerara 
river to link up with a small force supplied by van’s Gravesande 
and some Indian auxiliaries. This detachment was ordered to 
capture Pin. Savonette in upper Berbice and to establish a White 
military presence there. The two detachments accomplished their 
tasks with relative ease. 


The second phase of the counteroffensive began around mid- 
December. Its main thrust was along the Berbice river but. at 
the same time, the Canje operations were stepped up. The Afri¬ 
cans in the Canje had initially reacted to the White counter-at¬ 
tacks by burning whatever buildings and other equipment had 
been left on the estates and making off into the neighbouring 
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forest or fleeing overland to Berblce. However, when the colonial 
forces achieved control over the path which ran from Fort Nas¬ 
sau to the Corentyne via the Canje. the Insurgents* last hopes of 
retreating to the Corentyne were dashed. This, coupled with the 
loss of their provision grounds, forced them to submit in rela¬ 
tively large numbers to the Whites. 

A similar situation prevailed In Berblce. The Africans concen¬ 
trated on retreating, after setting fire to the estates. But many of 
them, especially those who had been coerced Into Joining the re¬ 
volt. willingly submitted to the Whites. On the whole, therefore, 
little fighting took place. Nevertheless, some Africans refused to 
submit and instead retreated from the estates into the adjacent 
forest and established maroon communities, the entrances to 
which were camouflaged and studded with caltrops. The most 
important of these groups were led by Accabre at the head of 600 
followers, and Atta at the head of 1.200 to 1,500.^* 

Mopplng-up operations, which were conducted by the coloniad 
forces from January with the arrival of the main force of 600 
men and six transport vessels from Europe, saw the ferreting 
out of several small pockets of resistance. The task was ren¬ 
dered easier through the assistance of Goussari and Akara, who 
secured amnesty on the condition that they would aid in the final 
suppression of the revolt.” Still, it took a major expedition of 
over 100 soldiers to dislodge and capture Accabre. 

The capture of Atta proved to be an even more formidable task. 
Three expeditions sent against him failed to do so and the first 
two suffered the loss of several officers in the process. The third 
expedition was sufflclently large to scare the majority of Atta’s 
followers who. by now, were reduced to a state of despair through 
the want of provisions and ammunition, and the submission of 
hundreds of their former comrades-in-arms. Many of these there¬ 
fore left Atta's ranks and surrendered or tried to survive as best 
they could in the forest. But Atta himself was only finally taken 
through the treachery of Goussari and Akara. who ambushed 
and captured him in April 1764. after an Indian had betrayed 
his hideout.” With his capture, the revolt can be said to have 
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come to an end. A preliminary census taken by the Governor of 
the slave population in March 1764 gave the number as 2.600. 
and the number appears to have Increased to about 3,370 in the 
next few months.^^ 

As was to be e}q>ected. the suppression of the revolt was followed 
by the punishment of its major participants. This provided an 
opportunity for many Whites to pander to the psychosis of vio> 
lence which was so much a part of slave society. There is no 
need to spell out the many gruesome details of the punishments 
inflicted on the slaves, but many of them suffered broken and 
mangled bodies. Some 124 to 128 of them were condemned to 
death, in spite of the admonition of the Governor to the Court of 
Justice to temper vengeance with mercy. Atta and a few others 
came in for special treatment. He himself was tortured for about 
four hours by having pieces of flesh torn from his body with red> 
hot pincers every fifteen minutes, after which he was burnt at the 
stake. He endured this torture without flinching for a moment.** 
Colonel de Salve, one of the principal offlcers dispatched from 
Europe to quell the revolt, was of the opinion that it would have 
been better: 

to shut the ring-leaders in iron cages and keep them 
confined there on show for the rest of their lives, 
giving them too much food to die and too little to 
live." 

With few exceptions, those who did not die the quick death of 
execution returned to the slow death of slavery. Sixteen Africans 
and Coloureds, who had identified themselves with the interests 
of the master class and who had played significant roles in sup¬ 
pressing the revolt, were compensated by being granted their free¬ 
dom by the Directors of the Association on van Hoogenhelm's 
advice. Akara and Goussari were among this number. However, 
it was considered inadvisable to keep them in the colony, in view 
of the role they had played in the early stages of the revolt. They 
were therefore sent to the Netherlands where they became drum¬ 
mers in the metropolitan army, and later joined Colonel 
Fourgeoud in flghting the maroons in Suriname." 
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The revolt ultimately collapsed because of a number of factors: 
disunity, shortage of ammunition, lack of careful planning, fam¬ 
ine, disease, outside assistance to the colonists; each made Its 
contribution to the sad denouement. But, for a brief moment In 
the history of slave society In Berblce, the Africans had assumed 
control over the colony in a scene of violent, explosive action. 
They had hoped to forge a revolution out of this crucible of vio¬ 
lence, but the rock which their ambition struck proved to be too 
durable. 


As it was, while they were able to visit recriminations and 
retributions upon several of their masters, they were unable to 
overturn the status quo. Many of them suffered, bled and died in 
pursuit of a dream and in so doing helped to write the history of 
African struggles with their blood. 

The revolt itself inflicted deep wounds on the body politic of plan¬ 
tation society and ruined several planters.^^ Its echoes reverber¬ 
ated in the neighbouring Dutch colonies and into the vast hinter¬ 
land which surrounded the plantation. 
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The Demerara Revolt, 1823: British troops massacre African 
rebels on 20 August, 1823 at Pin. Bachelor^s Adventure 
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5: The Demerara Revolt, 1823 


by 

Winston F. McGounin 


Sixty years after the ultimately abortive revolt by slaves in Berbice, 
another major slave insurrection took place in the neighbouring 
colony of Demerara*£ssequibo. This insurrection in Demerara- 
Essequibo In 1823. like the one in Berbice in 1763. was staged 
by predominantly African slaves, for there were relatively few mu¬ 
latto slaves in the population of the united colony. The 1823 
rebellion, though also unsuccessful, was in many ways difterent 
from the earlier revolt in Berbice. It was numerically more mas¬ 
sive. but did not engulf the whole colony or involve almost all the 
slaves as the Berbice uprising. Rather, it was restricted to one 
area, the East Coast of Demerara, and involved an estimated 
11.000 to 12.000 slaves from about 55 plantations. This was 
about one sixth to one seventh of the entire slave population of 
the colony of Demerara-Essequibo which in 1823 was estimated 
at 74.978. 


This 1823 revolt was the first massive slave uprising in the his¬ 
tory of Demerara since its foundation as a European colony in 
1746,77 years before. Although knowledge of the revolt in Berbice 
in 1763 and the successful revolution in Saint Domingue in the 
1790s and experience of a fairly serious revolt on the West Coast 
of Demerara in 1795 had made slaveowners in Demerara very 
fearful of the prospect of a massive slave rebellion, such an event 
was not really expected. 


The predominantly British slaveholders in Demerara. which was 
occupied by the British in 1796. prided themselves in believing 
that they were more humane masters than their Dutch predeces¬ 
sors whose management of slaves they regarded as savage, bru¬ 
tal and likely to provoke slave resentment and rebellion.* They 
boasted that they had abolished the Dutch practice of torture 
and the use of the wheel or rab rack and had replaced them with 
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more humane forms of punishment which would make the slaves 
less prone to rebellion. Their views and attitude seemed Justi¬ 
fied by the fact that, in the first two decades of the nineteenth 
century, the colony e^qperienced only a few spasmodic minor slave 
conspiracies and revolts which were either nipped in the bud or 
easily suppressed. Although these incidents disturbed 
slaveowners, they did not anticipate the occurrence of any major 
slave uprising. 


This attitude was completely destroyed by the 1823 revolt. Much 
of the early, and some of the modern, historical writing on this 
revolt has focussed on a White man. Rev. John Smith, an Eng- 
lish clergyman who was accused by slaveholders of being its main 
Instigator, to the relative neglect of the slaves who planned and 
executed it. This misplaced or distorted focus is reflected espe¬ 
cially in four works, all written by authors preoccupied with Chris¬ 
tian missionary enterprise.* It. has been corrected In more re¬ 
cent historiography, however especially in two more academic 
publications.* which rightly present the revolt as an event where 
Africans occupied the centre stage. 


The causes of this revolt are far more complex and debatable 
than those of the 1763 Berbice uprising. The most basic cause 
the 1823 revolt was probably the natiu’al human desire of the 
rebels for freedom. This was no doubt particularly the case of 
the African-born slaves, who had been born free, but had lost 
that cherished freedom when they became victims of the trans- 
Atlantic slave trade and understandably longed to regain it. It is 
not known what prop>ortion of the slave rebels in 1823 was born 
in Africa but. in the entire slave population of Demerara- 
Essequibo at that time. 34.773 or 46 per cent were Africans and 
40.205 or 54 per cent were Creoles, i.e. individuals born in the 
colony or elsewhere in the Caribbean. Of Demerara-Essequibo's 
male slaves who were mainly responsible for the outbreak of the 
rebellion, 21,768 or about 52 per cent were African-born and 
19,457 or 48 per cent were Creoles.^ 


Apart from the slaves’ natural desire for freedom, they were 
prompted to rebel in 1823 by their wish to be free from the in- 
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creaslngly severe system of bonda^ which had developed on the 
East Coast of Demerara especially during the preceding ten years. 
This severity was reflected above all in excessive overwork, which 
was probably the most bitter single speclflc grievance shared by 
the majority of slaves on the East Coast in 1823. As Rev. John 
Smith observed a few days after the revolt broke out. **a most 
immoderate quantity of work has. very generally, been expected 
of them, not excepting women far advanced In pregnancy".^ This 
excessive overwork, to which field and factory slaves in particu¬ 
lar were subjected, was the result of a number of factors. 

Firstly, it stemmed from the decline in the size of the labour force 
owing to the cessation of the importation of slaves from Africa 
which had been declared llle^ for British subjects in 1807 with 
effect from 1 January 1808. Demerara. like most slave societies 
in the Americas, had always depended primarily on this trans- 
Atlantic slave trade to maintain and increase its slave popula¬ 
tion. In its absence after 1807. slaveowners discovered that the 
slave population could not maintain itself numerically by natural 
reproduction. This inability was due partly to the gender Imbal¬ 
ance in the slave population in which there was a preponderance 
of males over females, resulting in comparatively low birth rates. 
It was also the result of high Infant and adult mortality rates 
among slaves caused by the rigorous labour regime, inadequate 
diet, unhealthy working conditions in the fields and factories, 
and poor medical care.® Consequently, the slave population of 
Demerara-Essequibo declined from an estimated 77.376 in 1820 
to 74,978 in 1823. This decline would have been much greater If 
the Demerara planters had not resorted to smuggling slaves es¬ 
pecially from the FVench West Indies and the more or less legal 
importation of about 8,000 slaves from other British West In¬ 
dian colonies, especially Berbice. Dominica and the Bahamas.^ 

As slave numbers declined, slaveholders resorted to a variety of 
expedients to deal with the problem of insufllcient labour. They 
became more reluctant than ever to manumit slaves. Those who 
could afford it purchased expensive labour-saving machinery, es¬ 
pecially steam engines and other equipment used in the manu¬ 
facture of sugar and rum.^ Above all, they began to require slaves 
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to work much harder than before, especially the most produc¬ 
tive or prime slaves, i.e., able-bodied slaves, particularly males, 
between the ages of 20 and 40. Not surprisingly, slaves in gen¬ 
eral. and this sp>ecial cat^ory of slaves in particular, began to 
complain bitterly about the growing severity of their lot. 

To make matters worse, especially for the field slaves, their mas¬ 
ters demanded more work to increase productivity in an effort to 
counteract a decline in profits which they were encountering owing 
to a fall in the market price of cotton, coffee and sugar, the three 
main staples produced in the colony. For example, the price of 
sugar, the most profitable of these crops, fell from about 75 shil¬ 
lings a hundredweight in 1815 to less than 30 shillings a hun¬ 
dredweight by 1823 in the British market.® 

Overwork on the East Coast of Demerara was also a consequence 
of a growing switch by plantation owners from the cultivation of 
cotton to sugar production, especially since 1815. This change 
was prompted by a marked fall in cotton prices in Internationed 
markets and the Increasingly effective competition which Dem¬ 
erara cotton was encountering from cotton grown in the south¬ 
ern United States of America.*® The work in both the field and 
factory on sugar plantations was not only more onerous physi¬ 
cally than that required in cotton cultivation but also of much 
longer duration. In particular, it required longer hours of work 
at night - often up to 10:00 or 11:00 o'clock - for a greater part of 
the year (normally 6-8 months because of the two crops of sugar 
harvested each year) compared to the 3 months of night work 
demanded for the production of the one crop of cotton grown 
each year. According to John Smith, the change from cotton to 
sugar cultivation meant that the amount of work needed to be 
done on a plantation doubled at a time when the labour force 
was at best stationary and on most plantations was shrinking. 

In these circumstances, slaves were subjected to a number of 
new abuses by their masters who resorted to a variety of expedi¬ 
ents to extract additional labour. On some plantations they were 
required to begin to work earlier (at 05:00 a.m. instead of 06:00 
or 06:30 a.m.) and/or their lunch period was drastically cur- 
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tailed." On many estates, they were forced to work long hours 
into the night as well as on Sundays, legally a free day and the 
only day of leisure they were usually allowed. Planters could be 
fined /.600 under the colony’s laws for making slaves work on 
Sundays, but this penalty was seldom imposed.'^ Consequently, 
by 1823. one of the main grievances of slaves on the East Coast 
of Demerara was the paucity of free time, making them unable to 
cultivate their plots of land essential to their subsistence. Some 
slaves complained that they did not have sufficient time even to 
prepare meals and so were forced to eat raw yellow plantains. 


Slaves who had been Imported from Berbice and other British 
Caribbean colonies and those who had been accustomed to the 
less demanding labour r^me on cotton estates in particular were 
greatly distressed by the change to sugar production which re¬ 
quired longer hours of harder work. Captain Croal, an officer in 
the Demerara Rifle Corps which helped to suppress the rebel¬ 
lion. reported that Jack Gladstone, one of the main leaders of 
the uprising, told him that ’’he thought It very hard to work all 
the week and have no time for himself”. In fact, slaves on Pin. 
Success, where the revolt began, in particular complained of 
overwork with the transition from cotton to sugar production. 
As early as August 1817. John Smith noted in his Journal: 'The 
Negroes of Success have complained to me lately of excessive 
labour and very severe treatment. I told one of their overseers 
that I thought they would work their people to death”.** 


The degree of overwork to which slaves were subjected was prob¬ 
ably partly a result of the high level of absentee ownership on the 
East Coast of Demerara. At least one-third of the plantations 
there in 1823. including Pin. Success, were run by attorneys and 
managers employed by proprietors who resided for the most part 
in the United Kingdom. Many of these proprietors were formerly 
creditors who had acquired the property through confiscation 
when the planters failed to pay mortgages or other debts. It Is 
generally accepted that attorneys and managers tended to be 
unduly severe in their treatment of slaves so as to increase pro¬ 
ductivity which determined the level of the commission which 
they received for their services.*® 
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By 1823. virtually everywhere on the East Coast of Demerara, 
tired, slow, reluctant and recalcitrant slaves were being compelled 
to work harder by the use of the whip, resulting in a marked 
increase of physical brutality. This was a source of great dis¬ 
satisfaction especially at Pin. Success where cruelty was particu¬ 
larly severe. In September 1817, a new overseer on this estate 
complained to John Smith of the cruel treatment meted out to 
the sdaves there by the manager. Mr. Steward. According to Smith, 
the overseer "complains of Mr. Steward's conduct towards the 
Negroes: says that he (the manager) often gives them 100 lashes 
: that the Negroes work excessively hard, and have but little to 
eat”.'* Smith himself observed at the time of the rebellion that 
"their punishments have been frequent and severe... the whip 
has been used with an unsparing hand”. This situation under¬ 
standably caused great discontent and distress among the slaves, 
making them more prone to flight and rebellion. 

While almost all the slaves who participated in the 1823 uprising 
seem to have been affected by the increasing severity of the slave 
system, many of them were also prompted to revolt by religious 
considerations. One of the distinctive features of the uprising 
was the prominent role played by Christianised slaves, especially 
deacons, class teachers and other committed members of Bethel 
Chapel, the London Missionary Society (LMS) church located at 
Pin. Le Resouvenir, about eight miles from Georgetown. The 
Chapel had been built in 1808 when the LMS sent its hrst mis¬ 
sionary, John Wray, to Demerara in response to a request from 
Hilbertus Hermanns Post, a Dutchman who owned Pin. Le 
Resouvenlr. for a clergyman to instruct his slaves in Christianity. 
Slaves and a few Whites from plantations in the extensive area 
between Georgetown and Mahalca attended services at Bethel 
Chapel.'* 

The main specific religious grievance which these Christianised 
slaves on the East Coast of Demerara had in 1823 was the impo¬ 
sition of restrictions on the practice of their religion. In the opin¬ 
ion of John Smith, this was the principal cause of the rebellion. 
In a letter which he penned in August 1823 three days after the 
outbreak of the revolt explaining its causes, he wrote; "It was 
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their religion that in general occasioned them the most vexatious 
treatment”.’^ This Demerara revolt was in fact the Arst major 
slave rebellion in the history of the British Caribbean where reli¬ 
gion and Christianised slaves played a prominent role. 


Christianised slaves were annoyed that some masters who were 
opposed to the religious instruction of their slaves placed them 
in the stocks on Saturday evening or Sunday morning and kept 
them confined there so that they could not attend Sunday serv¬ 
ices at Bethel Chapel. They also resented the more common fact 
that Illegal compulsory labour on Sundays often made it impos¬ 
sible to attend church then, while their late return home from 
field work at the end of the day or night work precluded their 
attendance at evening meetings during the week. In addition, 
particularly pious slaves sometimes suffered for their devotion 
to Christianity, being subjected by their masters to special pun¬ 
ishment in the form of increased work, whippings, deprivation 
of food allowances and placement in the stocks.^^ 


Christianised slaves were even more incensed by new obstacles 
which were placed in their way as a result of their masters’ erro¬ 
neous interpretation and application of a circular which was is¬ 
sued on 16 May 1823 by Major-General John Mvnray, the Gover¬ 
nor of the colony of Demerara-Essequibo. This circular, which 
was a special source of irritation and discontent to Christianised 
slaves, was designed to tighten the pass laws. It required slaves 
to obtain written permission to leave their estates to go to Bethel 
Chapel and. to cater for the reservations and diffidence of some 
slaveholders, suggested that slaves could proceed there accom¬ 
panied by an overseer or some other White person. It also made 
the master’s consent necessary for slaves to conduct and attend 
religious meetings on their own estates at night.^‘ 

According to Governor Murray, he was prompted to issue this 
circular: 

...In consequence of his having become acquainted 
with the existence of a misconception of a very seri¬ 
ous nature, which appears to prevail amongst the 
Negroes in some districts, and more particularly on 
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the estates on the East Coast leading them to con* 
slder the permission of their masters unnecessary 
to authorise their quitting the estate on Sundays, for 
the purpose of attending divine worship.^^ 

He urged slaveholders to allow their slaves to receive religious 
instruction, however strongly recommending “that nothing less 
than a very urgent necessity should Induce the planters to refuse 
passes to such of their slaves as are disposed to attend divine 
worship every Sunday".*^ 


Contrary to the Governor’s intention, however, many slaveholders 
used the circular to withhold permission from slaves who wished 
to attend Bethel Chapel or to conduct or attend religious meet- 
ings on their plantation at night. Managers on several estates 
prohibited such meetings or broke them up. Many slaves com> 
plained that passes to go to Bethel Chapel were refused or were 
difficult to obtain. Some masters gave only a limited number of 
passes, while others refused to give them until about 11:00 a.m. 
on Sunday with the result that the slaves arrived at the midday 
service very late. Slaves who went to the Chapel without permis¬ 
sion were severely punished, often being whipped and then placed 
in the stocks until their wounds were healed.^* 


Religious instruction also affected some of the rebellious slaves 
in 1823 in other ways. For example, some of the doctrines of the 
Christian faith, especially those of the equality of man in the sight 
of God and Christian brotherhood, made certain slaves have an 
enhanced view of their self-worth which seemed to them no longer 
compatible with the inequality and subordination which distin¬ 
guished slavery. In short, such teaching reinforced these slaves' 
view of the injustice of slavery. This was evident in a conversa¬ 
tion which Governor Murray had with a group of rebels on the 
Lower East Coast of Demerara shortly after the uprising com¬ 
menced. When the Governor asked them what they wanted, they 
replied “Our right”. He then proceeded to explain to them that 
measures were about to be introduced to improve their condi¬ 
tion, but their response was totally negative. According to Murray, 
they replied that “these things were of no comfort to them. God 
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had made all men of the same flesh and blood. They were tired 
of being slaves**.** 

Some of the rebels were also Influenced by their application to 
their condition of several features of the history of the Jews as 
recorded In the Old Testament of the Bible. In particular, they 
were affected by the accoimts of the deliverance of the Jews from 
slavery In Egypt and the numerous wars which the Jews, appar- 
ently with divine sanction, undertook against their oppressors 
and other enemies. 

The immediate cause of the rebellion, however, was the slaves* 
erroneous belief that the British metropolitan Government had 
granted them their freedom, but that this liberty was being ille¬ 
gally withheld from them by the local Government and their mas¬ 
ters. This gross misconception stemmed from a major recent 
development in the long stn^Je over the question of slavery which 
was taking place in England. On 15 May 1823, the House of 
Commons there passed resolutions calling for the immediate 
Introduction of a policy of amelioration of the conditions of slaves 
in the British Empire with a view ultimately to emancipation. On 
7 July, the circular from Lord Bathurst, the British Colonial Sec¬ 
retary. forwarding these resolutions arrived in Demerara. 
Bathurst recommended strongly the Immediate introduction by 
the Court of Policy, the local legislature, of two measures. The 
latter were the total outlawing of the flogging of female slaves and 
the absolute prohibition of the presence and use of the whip in 
the field, where it was customary for drivers to use this instru¬ 
ment as an emblem of authority as well as a stimulus to labour.** 

On 21 July 1823, Governor Murray presented Bathurst's dis¬ 
patch to the Court of Policy, but deferred discussion on it be¬ 
cause of the absence of the First Fiscal, whose presence he felt 
was vital. The Court subsequently discussed the dispatch at two 
meetings, dragging its feet on an unwelcome matter. On 7 Au¬ 
gust. it finally agreed to implement the two recommendations 
and to frame a bill to this effect. No Immediate action, however, 
was taken to implement this decision.** 
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The proposed Implementation of this policy of amelioration was 
resented greatly by most slaveowners in Demerara for several 
reasons. They were opposed to the unilateral interference of the 
British Government into what they regarded as the Internal af¬ 
fairs of the colony. They felt that they should have been con¬ 
sulted on the matter and that any regulations about Improving 
slave conditions should emanate from them.^ F\trthermore. they 
regarded the policy of amelioration as an unjustiAable violation 
of their right of property and as a breach of the Articles of Ca¬ 
pitulation under which Britain had assumed rule of the colony in 
1803. They also viewed it as a likely cause of greater slave resist¬ 
ance and as a blow at the authoritarian control which they exer¬ 
cised over their slaves and considered crucial for the stability of 
slave society.^® They had the sympathy of the Governor. 


Instead of the ameliorative measures recommended by the im¬ 
perial Government, some planters out of anger treated the slaves 
more cruelly than before, subjecting them to more demanding 
tasks and more severe punishment. Instead of the whip disap¬ 
pearing from the field, on some plantations it was used with 
greater severity. Some indignant managers gave their drivers a 
cat-o*-nine tails in addition to the normal whip. Under these 
circumstances the slaves' dissatisfaction with servitude increased 
greatly and their desire for freedom intensified considerably.^ 


Many slaveholders discussed the amelioration proposals with 
Intemperate language in their homes, often indiscreetly in the 
hearing of domestic slaves. A few of them shared the news with 
slave mistresses. Everywhere on the East Coast of Demerara 
slaves received the news of the British Government’s interven¬ 
tion with great excitement. Some masters, especially those who 
were aware that their slaves had heard something about Bathurst’s 
dispatch, wished to explain his intentions to their slaves, but 
refrained from doing so out of fear that such unauthorised ac¬ 
tion would incur the Governor's displeasure. In the absence of 
any public announcement about the ameliorative proposals, a 
rumour soon spread among the slave population that freedom 
had been granted by the Imperial authorities, but that the Gover¬ 
nor, the other members of the Court of Policy and the planters 
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were acting In collusion to deprive the slaves of their liberty.’* 
This sense of injustice was the final impetus which drove the 
already very discontented slaves to resort to a rebellion, designed 
to force the local Government and their masters to concede what 
they concluded was their 'right' and the British Government’s 
desire. Thus, at the outbreak of the revolt, some rebels told the 
Governor that "their good King had sent out orders that they 
should be free, and they would not work any more”.” 

Admittedly, not all the slaves who rebelled were convinced that 
freedom had been granted. Some of them were revolting merely 
to secure whatever benefit the metropolitan Government had 
granted them, even if it fell short of freedom. In fact, the rebels 
had different aspirations. Some of them wished 2 or 3 days each 
week for themselves as well as Sunday to attend Bethel Chapel, 
while others were rebelling to secure complete freedom. The 
abolition of slavery and total freedom, however, seem to have 
been the goal of all the leaders of the rebellion.” 

Governor Murray, the Court of Policy and the planters certainly 
erred in not publishing and explaining what ameliorative pro¬ 
posals were Intended. This was understandable for as planters 
they. Including Murray, could hardly be expected to be enthusi¬ 
astic Initiators of the ameliorative programme. The difficulty 
which they faced could have been avoided if Bathurst had de¬ 
cided to effect the reforms in the slave system by means of an 
Order-in-Council. He deliberately refrained from this approach, 
however, for he preferred the reforms to seem to proceed or origi¬ 
nate from the Court of Policy rather than to have been sent out 
from London as commands.” 

The slaves’ basic natural desire to be free, their hatred of the 
Increasingly severe slave system, religious considerations and 
misunderstanding of the ameliorative proposals were Important 
factors in the origin of the slave rebellion. These considerations 
were reflected in the answer which a slave gave to a White mili¬ 
tary officer who asked him why he had rebelled. The slave's 
reply was: 
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Massa treat arl we too bad. make we work Sundays, 
no let we go Chapel, no give time for work in we gar> 
den. lick arl we too much. We hear for true great 
Bukra (the King of England] give we free, and Massa 
no let we hab nothing.” 


There were also other causes of the rebellion such as the special 
personal grievances of the slaves, especially leaders of the upris¬ 
ing. Fbr example. Jack Gladstone, the principal rebel leader, 
was influenced partly by the fact that he was peeved over the loss 
of one of his women who had become the mistress of John Ham¬ 
ilton. the White manager of Pin. Le Resouvenir, as well as over a 
severe pimlshment which he had recently received for seducing 
another slave’s wife. Another leader. Telemachus of Pin. Bach¬ 
elor’s Adventure, was affected by the unwelcome prospect of be¬ 
ing sold separately from his wife and child and away from his 
home and accustomed position by the family of his master who 
were about to divide the family property.” FXirthermore, the par¬ 
ticipation of another leader. Sandy of Pin. Non Pareil, was due 
partly to his annoyance over the fact that Mr. Pollard, the estate’s 
attorney and manager, "had taken away a Bible of his. and kept it 
for a considerable period".®^ 


The slaves were also driven to rebel because they had seldom 
been able to gain redress for the wrongs which they had suffered 
when they made peaceful representations to the appropriate au¬ 
thorities. As John Smith observed during the rebellion. "Re¬ 
dress they have been so seldom able to obtain, that many of them 
have discontinued to seek it. even when they have been notori¬ 
ously wronged".” For example, the burgher officers on the East 
Coast of Demerara were well-known for their aversion to the re¬ 
ligious instruction of slaves. Furthermore, representations made 
to the Governor and the Fiscal about abuses to which slaves were 
subjected had almost invariably proved unfruitful.” 


In the opinion of many slaveholders on the East Coast of Dem¬ 
erara. however, the main cause of the rebellion was not the griev¬ 
ances of the slaves, but rather the influence exercised over them 
by Rev. John Smith. They accused Smith of being the main insti- 
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gator of the rebellion and as a result he was charged with inciting 
the slaves to revolt. They greatly exaggerated the Influence and 
role of Smith, however, wrongly blaming him for a revolt which 
the slaves had planned and carried out.^ 

John Smith had assumed responsibility for Bethel Chapel, the 
LMS congregation at Le Resouvenir, from his arrival in Dem> 
erara in February 1817. nine years after the church had been 
founded by John Wray, the first LMS missionary to the Guiana 
colonies. Wray had encountered much opposition from 
slaveowners who feared that the evan^lisation of the slaves would 
make them more discontented and rebellious. By the time of 
Smith’s arrival, however, much of this opposition had subsided, 
though many slaveholders continued to express the view that 
Instruction in Christianity, if not checked, would eventually have 
an adverse effect on the slaves, subverting order and subordina¬ 
tion.^' 

FVom the beginning, John Smith was conscious of the difllculties 
and dilemmas which he faced as a clergyman working in a slave 
society. He was required to proclaim a gospel of spiritual liberty 
within a context of servitude, without preaching anything subver¬ 
sive which might offend the slaveholding class or suggest rebel¬ 
lious ideas to the slaves.^^ This proved to be an extremely diffi¬ 
cult task for Smith, a man of strong convictions who was per¬ 
sonally opposed to slavery and psychologically and emotionally 
disturbed by its extreme cruelty, of which his residence on a plan¬ 
tation enabled him to have first-hand experience. Thus, in March 
1819. he wrote: "My heart flutters at hearing the almost inces¬ 
sant cracking of the whip".^^ In July 1823, one month before the 
outbreak of the slave insurrection, in response to the proposals 
of the British Government to ameliorate slavery, he observed: 
•The rigours of Negro slavery. I believe, can never be mitigated. 
The system must be abollshed".^^ 

By 1823, the relationship between Smith and the slaveholders 
on the East Coast of Demerara had become quite bitter. Apart 
from his general opposition to slavery, a very rare attitude by a 
White person in Demerara and one which made him become a 
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special friend of. and sympathiser with, slaves, there were at least 
four major causes of conflict between the clergyman and slave¬ 
owners. Firstly. Smith objected strongly to the utilisation of slave 
labour on Sundays. He was opposed to Sunday labour not merely 
because it was illegal and adversely affected attendance at serv¬ 
ices at Bethel Chapel, but more fundamentally because in his 
opinion it was a serious violation of the fourth commandment. 
“Remember to keep the sabbath day holy”. The planters, on the 
other hand, felt slaves should work on Sundays for several rea¬ 
sons. such as their failure to finish sufficient work during the 
normal working week, as punishment for alleged transgressions 
and because, at harvestime in particular, the considerable amount 
of work to be done required continuous labour. 

Secondly. Smith became embroiled with the slaveowners over 
his refusal to cease holding evening services at Bethel Chapel, 
especially during the week. His attitude was in marked contrast 
to that of Methodist missionaries at Mahaica further up the East 
Coast who. because of planter opposition, thought it prudent by 
March 1822 to discontinue week-night services.Many 
slaveowners on the East Coast objected to such services partly 
because they wished slaves to work at night. Furthermore, they 
claimed that their slaves returned home very late and tired from 
these meetings, adversely affecting their ability to work effectively 
the following day. Finally, the planters feared that slaves would 
use the opportunity of absence from their plantation at night, 
especially without White supervision, to plan revolts.*^ 

Smith felt that the planters’ complaints and misgivings about 
night meetings were exaggerated and that nothing subversive of 
order happened on these occasions. He regarded the planters’ 
complaints as opposition or an objection to religion itself, not to 
week-night meetings. He probably also resented the idea that 
missionary work was dependent on the goodwill of the plant¬ 
ers.** 

A third source of conflict between Smith and slaveowners was 
the question of access to members of his congregation in fulfil¬ 
ment of his pastoral responsibilities. He was annoyed because 
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he was often not allowed to visit them without special permis¬ 
sion from their masters, except on Pin. Le Resouvenir where he 
resided.^® 

Finally, the relationship between Smith and slaveowners was 
embittered because of their belief that he and other missionaries 
were spies sent out by the leaders of the increasingly militant 
and influential abolitionist movement in England and that his 
secret and ultimate objective was the emancipation of the slaves. 
This erroneous but understandable belief grew stronger after 
November 1818 when the London Missionary Society in London 
somewhat indiscreetly published in one of its magazines a letter 
from Smith attributing poor attendance at Bethel Chapel to the 
fact that many planters were forcing their slaves to work on Sun¬ 
day.®® 

Although Smith was a strong-willed individual who felt strongly 
that the religious instruction of slaves should not rest on the 
goodwill of the planters, he made some efforts to conciliate them. 
For example, by November 1822. he abandoned the practice of 
ringing the church bell announcing the Imminent start of the week- 
night services which the planters detested. He also ceased sing¬ 
ing certain hymns and reading certain passages from the Bible 
during services at Bethel Chapel. esf>ecially hymns and passages 
which dealt with spiritual freedom, because he felt they could be 
misunderstood by slaves. For example, he refrained from using 
some of Watts's hymns which contained lines such as: 

"We would no longer lie 

Like slaves beneath the throne”. 

and 

“We will be slaves no more 

Since Christ has made us free.”®* 

Nevertheless. Smith's relationship with the planters continued 
to deteriorate and eventually he was accused of inciting the slaves 
to rebel. In fact, he may be considered to be partly responsible 
for the occurrence of the revolt, but not anywhere near the extent 
which the planters believed. His detestation of slavery must have 
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strengthened the feeling of resentment which the slaves had and 
encouraged their opposition to servitude. He may also have helped 
to develop a spirit of insubordination by encouraging his class 
teachers to continue classes on the plantations contrary to the 
wishes of the estate authorities. Certainly, his teaching, espe¬ 
cially the doctrine of the equality of man in the sight of God. 
served to reinforce the slaves' view about the injustice of slav¬ 
ery.” It does not seem, however, that Smith deliberately pro¬ 
moted discontent and dissatisfaction in the minds of the slaves 
towards their masters, managers and overseers, as he was 
charged. Nor did he excite them to revolt or to resist their mas¬ 
ters. In fact, he tried, admittedly with only limited success, to 
convince Quamlna and other slaves in his congregation that they 
were misled In their belief that the British Government had 
granted them freedom but that liberty was being withheld ille¬ 
gally by the local authorities and their masters. It seems, how¬ 
ever. that Smith had some knowledge or suspicion of the im¬ 
pending slave insurrection shortly before it erupted, but for rea¬ 
sons which are not clear he did not communicate this to the 
authorities.” 

The rebellion may have been prevented if Governor Murray had 
not underestimated the degree of dissatisfaction existing among 
slaves on the East Coast of Demerara. IWo months before the 
outbreak of the rebellion. Rev. Austin, an Anglican clergyman, 
had informed Murray of the great discontent existing among these 
slaves especially over Interference with their religious life as a 
result of the Governor’s circular of 16 May 1823. The Governor, 
however, does not seem to have taken the matter seriously. In 
fact, as late as the morning of the day of the outbreak of the 
revolt, when Murray heard about the slaves’ alleged plan of re¬ 
bellion, he did not attach much credit to it. 

The grievances which the slaves on the East Coast of Demerara 
had in 1823 may also not have resulted in a rebellion were it not 
for the existence of influential leaders who translated dissatis¬ 
faction into Insurrection. The question of leadership, especially 
the role played by Quamlna and John Smith, was at the time one 
of the most controversial aspects of the revolt and remains so in 
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historical literature. Most leaders of the rebellion derived their 
Importance and influence from at least one of two sources. These 
sources were the privileged position which they occupied on the 
estates as artisans or skilled slaves and the status which they 
had. in Bethel Chapel, where missionary work had resulted in 
the creation of an elite of deacons and class teachers, some of 
whom were prepared to take the lead in the rebellion. 

The mastermind and principal organiser of the revolt seems to 
have been Jack Gladstone, the son of Quamina, the chief deacon 
at Bethel Chapel, but his position weis not as dominant as that of 
Cuffy or Atta in the uprising In Berblce in 1763. Jack Gladstone 
was the head cooper at Pin. Success and in 1823 he was about 
thirty years old. His dissolute life dlsquallfled him from mem- 
bershlp of Bethel Chapel, though he attended services there perl' 
odlcally. The influence which he was able to exert over the other 
rebels stemmed from several factors, including his relationship 
to Quamina. his status as a privileged artisan, and his command* 
ing physical appearance, for he was a tall, handsome young man. 
His Involvement in the revolt was due largely to the Influence of 
his friend. Daniel, a free African, who was a domestic servant of 
Governor Murray and had convinced him that Bathurst’s letter 
to the Governor dealt with emancipation not amelioration.^ 

The two other principal leaders of the rebellion were Joseph of 
Pin. Bachelor’s Adventure and Paris, a boat captain of Pin. Good 
Hope, whose duties Included the transport of plantains from his 
estate to Georgetown for the Sunday market. Joseph was a class 
teacher on his plantation, whereas Paris, a man of intelligence 
and great physical strength, was not a member of Bethel Chapel, 
although he sometimes attended services there. Paris used his 
occupation to communicate plans for the uprising to slaves on 
several plantations on the East Coast. Other prominent leaders 
of the revolt included Telemachus of Bachelor's Adventure, a class 
teacher. Manuel of Pin. Chateau Margot and Seaton of Pin. Sue* 
cess.” 

The leaders of the rebellion could be divided into two broad cat¬ 
egories. namely, the radicals and the moderates. The radicals. 
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such as Joseph. Paris and Richard of Pin. Success, were strong 
advocates of the use of force. They urged the seiziu’e of guns 
from the Whites, an armed march to Geor^town. the overthrow 
of the Government, and the establishment of an African state, 
allegedly with Quamlna as the king and Jack Gladstone as Gov¬ 
ernor. The moderates, on the other hand, recommended the 
pursuit of more modest goals and the use of less a g gressive meth¬ 
ods more in keeping with the modern concept of passive resist¬ 
ance. They proposed resort to strike action - “laying down their 
tools", as they put It - rather than violence to force the Governor 
and their masters to Implement "the new laws" which had come 
out from England and which they believed granted them their 
freedom. Many of them were prepared simply to obtain their 
freedom within a colony ruled by Whites. In short, they wished 
civil liberty, not political independence.^ 

Among the slaves who advocated this essentially peaceful, mod¬ 
erate approach was Quamlna. the head carpenter of Pin. Suc¬ 
cess and father of Jack Gladstone. Quamlna was one of the 
most highly respected members of the slave community in the 
eyes both of his fellow slaves and free Africans. He was one of 
the earliest and most devoted slave converts to Christianity and 
in 1823 was the chief deacon of Bethel Chapel, the highest posi¬ 
tion which an African person could occupy in Smith's congrega¬ 
tion. He was the slave who was closest to Smith in terms of 
personal friendship.*^ 

Quamlna was considered by the slaveholders, who were eager to 
attribute the rebellion to the influence of Smith and Christianity, 
as one of the main leaders, if not the chief leader, of the rebels. 
This view is also shared by some modern scholars, one of whom 
has described Quamina as "the chief and noblest of the rebel 
leaders".** This belief in the prominence of his role in the upris¬ 
ing and a desire to withdraw recognition from the Governor who 
arranged for its suppression prompted the Government of Guy¬ 
ana in 1985 to change the name of a street in Georgetown from 
Murray Street to Quamina Street. It seems, however, that the 
role which Quamina played in the rebellion has been greatly ex¬ 
aggerated. Although in the earlier phase of planning and prepa- 
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ration for the revolt he was actively supporting it. Smith’s coun¬ 
sel appears to have made him become increasingly imsure about 
the alleged grant of freedom to the slaves by the British Govern¬ 
ment. Consequently, by the time the revolt started, he was not 
deeply committed to it. In fact, on the day when the rebellion 
began, he tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to postpone, if not to pre¬ 
vent. its outbreak. He does not seem to have been actively in¬ 
volved in the course of the rebellion. Certainly he did not arm 
himself or take part in the Aghting.^^ 


The leaders of the rebellion used church organisation to discuss 
grievances and to plan the uprising, religious activity being em¬ 
ployed as a cover for political discussion. Several of the meet¬ 
ings where the rebellion was planned took place immediately af¬ 
ter the conclusion of church services at Bethel Chapel. For ex¬ 
ample, the final such meeting occurred on the middle walk of the 
neighbouring plantation. Success, after the midday service at 
Bethel Chapel on Sunday. 17 August 1823, the eve of the out¬ 
break of the uprising. This service was attended by a far greater 
number of slaves than usual, obviously in anticipation of the 
planned rebellion. FXirthermore, imder cover of religious meet¬ 
ings on the plantations, many of the rebels were required to swear 
an oath on the Bible in relation to their participation in the re- 
volt.“ 


The revolt broke out at Pin. Success between 17:00 and 18:30 
hours in the late afternoon of Monday. 18 August 1823. In the 
following two days it spread up the East Coast, engulfing almost 
all the plantations as far as Mahaica and several in the other 
direction between Success and Georgetown. Slaves on some es¬ 
tates only joined the rebellion after they were subjected to taunts 
that they were cowards or threats of violence on their life from 
the rebels, especially the leaders.^* 

For at least one of several reasons, slaves on about five planta¬ 
tions between Georgetown and Mahaica refused to join the rebel¬ 
lion. Some of them did not believe that freedom had been granted 
by the British Government as was alleged and. if it was, they 
were prepared to wait until they were given it. FVirthermore. some 


Themes In J^rlcan-Guyanese History 


127 


The Demerara Revolt 


slaves felt that rebellion was not Justified because they had con> 
slderate managers or masters. The slaves of at least one planta¬ 
tion. Fiellcity. which was the residence of a prominent officer of 
the local White militia and a base for the troops which helped to 
suppress the revolt, were overawed by White military strength. 
Some slaves were also fearful that the rebellion would fail just as 
the one in Barbados in April 1816 and that the rebels would 
suffer many casualties and incur severe punishment.*^ Others 
feared the aftermath in the event of a successful revolt. For ex¬ 
ample. one of the slaves of Pin. Nabaclls. which refused to Join 
the rebellion, although urged to do so by Telemachus. explained 
their action thus: 


I answered him (Telemachus) we were very well 
treated by our master, and allowed to go to church, 
and that, if they intended to do this, we would not 
Join them: for that, even if we gained the country, it 
would be of no use. as we should begin to fight among 
ourselves.** 

Another plantation where the slaves refused to Join the uprising 
was Better Hope. In fact, they opposed the rebels by force, drove 
them away from the estate, but were finally overpowered after 
the rebels returned with reinforcements. The slaves of Better 
Hope desired freedom, but they felt that it should be obtained, 
not by means of African rebellion, but rather by waiting imtil it 
was granted by the Whites.*^ 

FVom the outbreak of the revolt, the action of the rebels assumed 
a general pattern. They seized the Whites - proprietors, attor¬ 
neys. managers and overseers - and placed them in the stocks 
without hurting them to prevent them from escaping to raise an 
alarm or to Join the militia and as an act of revenge, giving them 
a taste of their own medicine. They also took possession of their 
arms and ammunition, burnt some estate buildings and 
caneflelds. amd destroyed some bridges to hinder or prevent ac¬ 
cess by troops from Georgetown.®* This action was rendered 
quite easy because of the overwhelming numerical preponder¬ 
ance enjoyed by the slaves who outnumbered the Whites by as 
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many as 50 to 60 to one on many plantations. On a few planta- 
tlons where the rebels were opposed with firearms, they resorted 
to the use of guns in return. These encounters resulted in the 
death of two and the injury of three or four White plantation per- 
sonnel in defending their estates.®® 

The most remarkable feature of the course of the revolt, how- 
ever, was that the slaves hardly offered personal violence to any¬ 
one. especially where they met no resistance. They had the op¬ 
portunity. especially during the initial two days of the uprising, to 
kill most of the White personnel on the plantations, if this had 
been their desire or intention. Instead, they demonstrated a re¬ 
markable degree of restraint, self-control and humaneness. This 
virtual absence of the shedding of the blood of Whites during the 
uprising was attributed by the slaves to the Influence exerted on 
them by religious Instruction which they had received at Bethel 
Chapel. They explained: "We will take no life for our pastors 
have taught us not to take that which we cannot give".®^ 

This situation benefited Governor Murray who had the responsi¬ 
bility of suppressing the revolt. If he had acted promptly, he 
might have been able to nip the insurrection in the bud. He first 
heard definitely of the imminent revolt at about 10:00 hours on 
18 August, l.e.. seven or eight hours before its outbreak, from 
Alexander Simpson. Simpson, the owner of Pin. Le Reduit. an 
estate on the East Coast about five miles from Georgetown, was 
informed of the impending rebellion by Joseph Packwood. a mu¬ 
latto domestic slave. 

It was only several hours later that the Governor, "being desirous 
to ascertain personally the nature and extent of the designs of 
the slaves".®® proceeded up the East Coast as far as Le Resouvenlr 
accompanied by some officials to investigate the report. Eventu¬ 
ally he met a group of rebels near a bridge and engaged them in 
a dialogue. He tried to explain the real nature of the dispatch 
from Lord Bathurst about the amelioration of slavery, but the 
rebels were exasperated and too convinced that the British Gov¬ 
ernment had granted them freedom to believe him and abandon 
their plans for rebellion. According to Murray, they "claimed 
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from him immediate and unqualified freedom for themselves and 
fellow slaves" " Finally, one of them fired his musket at the Gov¬ 
ernor. but missed the target. 


Murray, alarmed, retmned htnriedly to Georgetown to imple¬ 
ment action to suppress the uprising. He immediately dispatched 
up the East Coast all the regular troops which he could muster 
and some of the militia.^*’ The Governor also declared martial 
law and all White persons capable of bearing arms were required 
to enrol in the forces which were being assembled to suppress 
the revolt. Additional detachments of soldiers - both regular 
troops and civilian volunteers - were dispatched to the scene of 
the rebellion with specific instructions. They were required to 
reconnoitre, to rescue Whites who were besieged in the planta¬ 
tion houses or placed in the stocks on the plantations, or to rein¬ 
force the small military post at Mahalca. Their progress was 
hindered by the broken bridges and by the presence of large 
groups of rebels with whom they had several minor encounters.^* 

The slaves achieved some success in these initial clashes. For 
example, on Monday evening they fired on a small party of regu¬ 
lar troops and forced them into a skirmishing retreat all the way 
back to Georgetown. Furthermore, on lUesday. about 700 or 
800 of them drove Lieutenant Brady and his small garrison of 
12 soldiers from Pin. Gochfour back to Mahalca.^^ 


The decisive military engagement in the rebellion occurred on 
the following day, Wednesday. 20 August 1823. at Pin. Bachelor's 
Adventure. There, a large body of slaves, numbering about 3.000- 
4.000 according to one estimate, armed mostly with cutlasses 
and pikes, l.e.. knives fastened on poles, met 300 well-armed 
regular soldiers under the command of Colonel Leahy. Leahy 
tried to persuade the leaders of the rebels to end the rebellion 
and to ask their followers to lay down their arms and return to 
their plantation and work. However, they refused, declaring that 
they would fight for freedom. Eventually, Leahy ordered his troops 
to open fire much to the surprise of some of the slaves who were 
so misguided that they expected the British troops not to Hre on 
them. An estimated 200 of the rebels were killed and the others. 
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dispersed in confusion, fled.^ This massacre at Bachelor’s Ad¬ 
venture was the turning point in the uprising. Within a few days 
of this battle, the rebellion was suppressed and public peace was 
virtually restored. 

In short, within a week of its outbreak, the East Coast Demerara 
revolt, in striking contrast to the insurrection in Berbice in 1763, 
can be said to have ended, in the sense that there was no further 
resistance from the slaves. In the following weeks, however, the 
local Government and the planters sent several expeditions into 
the forested hinterland of the plantations to capture fugitives. It 
was during one of these expecUtions on 16 September 1823 that 
Quamina, for whose capture an attractive financial reward had 
been offered, was shot and killed by an Amerindian in the bush 
behind Pin. Chateau Margot as a runaway. 

There were many reasons for the failure, especially the quick 
collapse, of this massive uprising in which the slaves had the 
valuable advantage of a decisive numerical preponderance over 
the Whites. Firstly, the slaves lacked a carefully conceived and 
well-concerted overall plan and strategy. This weakness was 
reflected in the lack of agreement among their leaders as to the 
method to be adopted to secure the freedom which they believed 
had been grainted by the British Government. While some lead¬ 
ers wished the slaves to proceed, sirmed, in a body, to Geor^town 
to claim freedom, others were in favour of remaining on the plan¬ 
tations. withdrawing their labour and forcing their managers to 
go to Georgetown to ensure that the slaves were granted free¬ 
dom. Furthermore, some leaders believed that a strike would 
force the managers to inform them of their new rights.^* 

The cause of the slaves also suffered from inadequate military 
preparation. They had made no preparation for war and as a 
result at the outbreak of the rebellion they had no guns, gunpow¬ 
der or bullets. Their military training and experience were also 
Inadequate. Unlike the White troops, they were not trained for 
military service. Many of them were Creoles who had never han¬ 
dled a gun and therefore were not skilful in its use. Moreover, 
the rebels were deficient in military tactics. As a White soldier 
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noted when they were decimated at Bachelor’s Adventure, ’’they 
soon fell Into confusion for want of method” 


The possibility of success In the rebellion was rendered more 
difficult by the failure of the slaves to extend the uprising to other 
areas of the colony apart from the East Coast of Demerara. Their 
plans and efforts to persuade slaves in Georgetown and West 
Demerara to Join In the rebellion failed. Consequently. Governor 
Murray was able to focus all his attention and resources on the 
East Coast rather than being faced with the much more frighten¬ 
ing prospect and demanding task of having to suppress a rebel¬ 
lion on several fronts simultaneously. 

The slaves’ defeat was also a result of their lack of ruthlessness. 
The remarkable moderation and restraint which they demon¬ 
strated towards the Whites during the uprising could not win 
what ultimately was a war. The slaves’ attitude was in striking 
contrast to the extreme ruthlessness of their White opponents, 
facilitating the latter’s victory. As Wallbrldge correctly observed: 

No mercy, however, was shewn to the Negro. With 
regard to them, there was a tremendous slaughter - 
under the Influence... of an Ill-Judged and imwarrant- 
able severity, it was deemed necessary to make terri¬ 
fying examples of not a few. by killing them on the 
spot. Many were wantonly shot by the Militia sol¬ 
diers for mere sport.’® 

The treatment of the rebels by Colonel Leahy in particular was 
marked by such severe cruelty that it horrified civilian volun¬ 
teers who served under his command.” 


Another crucial factor responsible for the defeat of the uprising 
was the inferior armament of the rebels, most of whom were 
armed with cutlasses and pikes. The only firearms which they 
possessed were the small quantity which they seized from the 
planters. The tremendous advantage which the Whites had in 
firing power, easily compensating for their numerical inferiority, 
was clearly demonstrated in the decisive confrontation at Bach- 
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elor*s Adventure. There, the 300 well-armed White troops suf¬ 
fered only two casualties - one bu^er killed and one rifleman 
woimded - whereas the 3,000 odd rebels, who had less than 100 
muskets, quickly experienced 200 fatalities.^® This crushing de¬ 
feat at Bachelor's Adventure had a dramatic and permanent ef¬ 
fect on the morale of the rebels. It struck great terror In the 
minds of many slaves, prompting some to flee into the bush, 
while the greater part returned to their respective plantations 
and resumed work.^ 

The abortive rebellion had numerous consequences, especially 
for the slave population. It caused the rebels, especially the lead¬ 
ers, to incur severe punishment, initially at the hands of the vic¬ 
torious White troops. From as early as 26 August, by which time 
armed resistance by the slaves had ended. Colonel Leahy began 
marching with his troops from plantation to plantation, conduct¬ 
ing what he called courts martial which sentenced to death lead¬ 
ers and other slaves who were believed to have participated in 
the revolt. Later, other slaves were subjected to less arbitrary 
and less summary justice administered by special courts estab¬ 
lished by the Governor.*” 

As a result of these proceedings, between 23 August and 8 Octo¬ 
ber 1823 about 47 slaves were hanged publicly and 25 others 
who were sentenced to death were reprieved. Several slaves were 
decapitated and their heads mounted on poles on the public road 
on the East Coast of Demerara and in Georgetown both as a 
punitive measure and as a means of creating fear among slaves 
which, the Whites hoped, would serve as a deterrent against fu¬ 
ture rebellion. Many slaves also received severe whippings, in 
some cases as many as 1.000 lashes, and were sentenced to work 
in chains.®* As a further and general penalty, by a 16 December 
1823 proclamation from the Governor and the Court of Policy, 
all the slaves on the East Coast were forbidden to have their 
customary Christmas dances and other festivities which they nor¬ 
mally enjoyed annually during that season. 

The rebellion had calamitous consequences for John Smith. On 
its third day. the clergyman was arrested and later charged with 
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several offences. Including complicity In the revolt. At his trial, 
prejudice and ill-will, more than concrete evidence of his com¬ 
plicity. resulted in a verdict of guilty being returned against Smith, 
who was sentenced to death by hanging. This sentence was re¬ 
ferred to the British metropolitan Government for confirmation. 
In February 1824. however. Smith died from illness in prison In 
Demerara. while a response was on the way from London grant¬ 
ing him a reprieve, but ordering his deportation to England.” 

Ill feeling against the London Missionary Society was so intense 
in Demerara that the Society, acting on the advice of the attorney 
of Pin. Le Resouvenir, decided not to appoint a missionary to 
replace Smith. In fact, the colonial authorities in Demerara se¬ 
questrated Bethel Chapel and entrusted it later to missionaries 
sent out to IDemerara from England by the Church Missionary 
Society, an Anglican body which, as an arm of an established 
church, the planters deemed more trustworthy than the noncon¬ 
formist LMS Bethel Chapel was never returned to the L.M.S. 
which, owing to planter hostility, never resumed its mission there. 
In 1835, the building was removed to Montrose, another planta¬ 
tion on the lower East Coast, where one Rev. \^^tt had begun to 
work on behalf of the LMS®^ 

The rebellion also served to stimulate strong local White opposi¬ 
tion to the interference of the British metropolitan Government 
into what the colonists in Demerara-Essequibo considered the 
colony's internal affairs. Owing to resistance from the Court of 
Policy and the metropolitan Government's reluctance to override 
the Court's decisions, two more years were to elapse before any 
concrete action was taken in Demerara-Essequibo for the amel¬ 
ioration of the conditions of the slaves.” 

The uprising in Demerara-Essequibo also had a significant im¬ 
pact on other countries. It caused considerable tension in many 
colonies in the British West Indies, stimulating unrest among 
slaves, fear among planters of slave revolts, and White opposi¬ 
tion to missionaries. In October 1823. a Methodist chapel was 
burnt down in Barbados. Missionaries throughout the West Indies 
found themselves under suspicion and felt very threatened. Some 
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of them made serious attempts to allay the fears of slave-owners 
and the colonial authorities. In Trinidad and St. Lucia, for ex¬ 
ample, missionaries sought interviews with the Governor to so¬ 
licit his support and protection.^ 

The rebellion had serious repercussions especially on Britain. 
In its wake, the British Government felt compelled to have a royal 
proclamation, dated 10 March 1824, Issued and sent to the West 
Indies. The proclamation was designed partly to correct the mis¬ 
conception about the amelioration proposals - l.e., the errone¬ 
ous belief that the Crown had freed the slaves which had helped 
to cause the uprising in Demerara. It expressed the King's “high¬ 
est displeasure against slave Insubordination in Demerara", re¬ 
quiring slaves to render entire submission as well as dutiful obe¬ 
dience to their masters. It also urged Governors “to enforce by 
all the legal means in their power, the pimishment of those who 
may disturb the tranquillity and peace of our said colonies and 
possessions".®’ 

Of greater importance, however, was the impact which the slave 
rebellion in Eiemerara had on the anti-slavery campaign in Brit¬ 
ain. INvo hundred petitions about slavery were submitted to Par¬ 
liament in April, May and June 1824 and there was a long acri¬ 
monious debate in Parliament about the rebellion and West In¬ 
dian slavery. For some time, the insurrection proved to be a 
serious blow to the abolitionist cause. Wilberforce and Buxton 
in particular, and the abolitionist movement in general, were ac¬ 
cused by the Demerara slave-owners and their supporters of be¬ 
ing responsible for the outbreak of the rebellion by their demands 
for the abolition of slavery. In the face and wake of this strident 
criticism many supporters of the abolitionist cause left the move¬ 
ment. which, in the circumstances, was forced to adopt a some¬ 
what cautious approach.®® 

But this setback to the abolitionist cause proved to be only tem¬ 
porary. In the long run the 1823 Demerara revolt, especially the 
treatment and fate of Rev. John Smith, helped the abolitionists 
to triumph, particularly after the occurrence of an even more 
massive slave uprising in Jamaica in 1831 which resulted in the 
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persecution of Christian missionaries and the burning down of 
their chapels by slave-owners and their White supporters. 
Memory of the 1823 rebellion. esp>ecially the death of the English 
clergyman, helped to attract attention in Britain inside and out¬ 
side Parliament to the necessity of abolishing slavery. This played 
a part, along with other humanitarian, economic and political 
factors, in influencing the momentous decision of the British Par¬ 
liament in 1833 to abolish slavery in British Guiana and else¬ 
where in the British Empire with effect from 1 August 1834. 

In short, the abortive 1823 East Coast Demerara revolt served 
eventually to enable the slaves to gain their objective, liberation, 
although none of the rebels who survived was likely to have an¬ 
ticipated this in the wake of the failure of the uprising. After 
serving fom years of what was called apprenticeship, these Afrl- 
can-Guyanese became completely free on 1 August. 1838. 
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Post-Emancipation Period 



6 : The Social and Economic Subordination of 
the Guyanese Creoles' after Emancipation 


by 

Brian JL Moore 


Emancipation was as much a challenge to the ex-slave as to the 
ex-master. Fbr the former, it promised to offer increased oppor¬ 
tunity for political, social and economic advancement with a view 
to taking full control over his future. For the latter, it threatened 
to imdermine his entire way of life and his dream of returning to 
Britain wealthy. In short. Emancipation brought to the fore the 
divergent and contradictory interests of these two ‘ethnic groups' 
or ‘classes'^ which in the post-slavery colonial society seemed 
irreconcilable. 


A struggle for supremacy was thus bound to occur. If the ex¬ 
slave had numbers on his side, the planter had the political and 
military power of the imperial state on his. Althou^ a physical 
confrontation was feared, that never in fact materialized. The 
conflict was fought out mainly in the economic and social are¬ 
nas. The key was control of the economy and that, in large part, 
turned on the availability of land and good drainage. 

It will be shown in Chapter 9 below that the planters were able to 
preserve their control of the political system until the last decade 
of the century and. with the active support of the colonial official¬ 
dom. managed to seize control of the administration of the Afri¬ 
can villages as well. This political power was of critical impor¬ 
tance in determining the outcome of the struggle for economic 
supremacy after Emancipation, for it was used to restrict Creole 
access to land and credit, and to Impose burdensome taxes and 
licences in order to restrict independent Creole economic actlv- 
ity. 

Almost from the moment of their Emancipation, the Creoles made 
clear their intention to seek some measure of independence from 
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the plantations. This was vividly demonstrated by their vigor¬ 
ous efforts to purchase land, favoured by bankruptcy of several 
planters during the depression years of the 1840s. lliey bought 
lands both as communities and as Individuals and. by 1850. 
had spent over $1 million In acquiring 16.850 acres, thus ena¬ 
bling about 80 per cent of the ex-slave population to relocate 
themselves off the estates.^ This process of land acquisition of¬ 
fered the prospect of Creole economic independence, but the key 
lay in the continued control over the vast resources of remaining 
land in the colony by the planters and the Government. This 
determined how much land (and where) the Creoles could ac¬ 
quire. and thus, to a large extent how independent of the planta¬ 
tion sector they could become. 


The debate between Green and Bolland^ is thus very pertinent 
here. Although there were vast acreages of unused land in Guy¬ 
ana. the Creoles increasingly found themselves fettered by a grow¬ 
ing imwlUlngness of the planters to sell after 1850 and by re¬ 
strictive Crown lands regulations. A few hundred did opt to squat 
along the rivers in the hinterland, but they were ferreted out by 
the superintendents of rivers and creeks. F\irthermore. the price 
of Crown lands was progressively raised to prevent the Creoles 
from settling or worldng in the interior. Set in 1839 at $4.80 per 
acre for a minimum parcel of 100 acres, it was raised to $10 per 
acre in 1861. 


Successive Governors made no bones of their intention to re¬ 
strict Creole settlement to the coastal plantation belt in order to 
limit their economic activities and to maintain f>olltical control 
over them. But even within that belt. Creole efforts to acquire 
private lands were frustrated by legislation designed to prevent 
group purchases. In 1852. Joint purchases, one of the prime 
methods by which the ex-slaves had acquired land, were restricted 
to twenty persons; and that ftgure was reduced to ten persons in 
1856.® Thus, as in Belize, low population density (Green) had 
very little to do with the availability of land for the ex-slaves after 
1850. It was the control of land by the planters and the Govern¬ 
ment. largely through their control of the political power struc¬ 
ture (BoUand). which was the principal determining factor. 
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What this meant was that Creole land acquisition more or less 
dried up during the second half of the nineteenth century and, 
consequently, their efforts at building an independent agricul¬ 
tural (peasant) economy became solely dependent on those plots 
which they had purchased in the first decade after Emancipa¬ 
tion. These, however, became Increasln^y imeconomical as they 
were subjected to subdivision, poor drainage, and diminishing 
fertility and crop yields. The problem of subdivision in the com¬ 
munal or joint-stock villages was Initiated by the practice of al¬ 
lotting plots to each shareholder in different parts of the estates, 
and made worse by inheritance. By 1850. many of these estates 
were already fragpiented into uneconomic units.^ Adamson shows 
that during the second half of the century the majority of Creole 
village landholders owned less than one acre/ These landholdings 
could hardly support individual families let alone produce prof¬ 
itably for the market. 

The fragmentation and miniaturization of Creole landholdings 
exacerbated an already bad drainage situation in the villages. As 
the plots became uneconomic, their owners increasingly aban¬ 
doned them, as well as the canals and dams so necessary to 
proper flood control and drainage. The village economy also 
beciune too impoverished either to generate the capital required 
to pay for modern, efficient steam drainage pumps, or to borrow 
(for that purpose) from the commercial banks which charged 
them ruinous rates of Interest of between 40 and 50 per cent. 
The result was that the villages literally became inhabited swamps 
during the rainy seasons with great loss of whatever crops and 
livestock there were, and in the process presented grave health 
hazards to surrounding communities. This is what prompted 
the central Government to step in and take political control of 
them.^ Besides, unscientific and inefficient farming techniques 
(e.g.. little use of fertilizers, poor agricultural equipment, etc.) 
combined with the periodic flooding to promote the further im¬ 
poverishment of the peasant village economy. 

As we have seen, even while purporting to assist the villagers, the 
central Government added to their economic burdens by impos¬ 
ing burdensome rates on their properties to meet the cost of loans 
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Imposed on them for village Improvements. Those villages which 
‘benefited* from these schemes Incurred enormous debts which 
their agricultural lands, even when drained, could not repay. 
Moreover, the majority of villages (and villagers) were not Included 
In any of those Government schemes; and it was rare that a plan¬ 
tation would offer assistance to neighbouring villagers to ^aln 
their flooded lands. For the most part, therefore, the villagers 
were left to sink in the floodwaters. for it meant that as the vil¬ 
lage economies became increasingly uneconomic, more Creole 
labour was released for plantation work and at reduced wages. 
By the 1860s, village lands became so worthless that it suited 
some villagers to rent drained plantation lands at $24 per acre 
rather than cultivate their own.^ In less than a ^neration after 
Emancipation, therefore, the dream of economic independence 
harboured by the ex-slaves had turned into a nightmare, and 
they were once more dependent on the plantations either as ten¬ 
ant farmers or as full- or part-time labourers. 

This renewed dependency of the Creole villagers enabled some 
planters to foster a new paternalistic relationship with them, and 
some villagers were encouraged to cultivate sugar cane for sale 
to the plantations. This, of course, was born more out of self- 
interest than altruism on the part of the planters because they 
could expand the supply network of sugar canes to increase sugar 
manufacture. Thus, in 1872. the villagers of Beterverwagting 
entered into such an agreement with the proprietor of Pin. La 
Bonne intention. William Russell, which enabled them to earn 
over $42,000 in the next twelve years. But these arrangements 
depended entirely on the continued goodwill of the planters, with 
the villagers having very little leverage as regards the disposal of 
their canes or the prices which they received. Attempts by some 
to construct their own mills to bypass the plantations generally 
proved ineffective because they lacked the requisite engineering 
technology. * ‘ 

Creole economic subordination was also effected by taxation. It 
was the planters and merchants who. through their majority in 
the Combined Court, fixed the colonial taxes, and they made sure 
that the greater burden fell on the ex-slaves by a system of indi- 
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rect taxation on articles of common consumption. The rationale 
was simple: the more taxes the Creoles had to pay on basic 
consumer products, the more money they would need to earn; 
and as the village economy proved increasingly incapable of pro¬ 
viding them with suHlcient income to meet their basic needs, 
they would have to turn to plantation labour. Thus, from the 
very first tax ordinance after Emancipation until the end of the 
century, consumer goods were hea^y taxed — wheat flour, 
cornmeal. codfish, beef. pork. rice. salt. lard. soap, candles, cloth 
fabrics, hardware, confectionery, tobacco, wines, beer. etc. Gen¬ 
erally speaking, over 90 per cent of the total revenue was raised 
by taxes on consumer goods. By contrast, plantation supplies 
such as bricks, machinery. maniu*es, lime. hay. staves, steam 
engines and ploughs, etc., were exempt from taxation.*^ This 
kind of discriminatory taxation bore very heavily on the Creole 
working people and played no small part in their impoverish¬ 
ment and renewed dependency on plantation labour. 

Taxation also took the form of licences which were required for 
portering, huckstering and shopkeeping, as well as for boats, 
cabs, and mule and donkey carts operated by the working peo¬ 
ple for hire. Once again, the boats, horses, mules and carts op¬ 
erated by plantations were exempt from taxation.*^ More sinis- 
terly, however, the huckster and shop licences were calculated to 
hinder the Creoles from engaging profitably in the lucrative retail 
trade to accumulate wealth and thus become relatively independ¬ 
ent of the plemtatlon sector. Successive Governors recognized 
that these licences discriminated against the Creoles in favour of 
the Portuguese, but did very little about them since the planters 
and merchants controlled the Combined Court. Since the pri¬ 
mary objective of most Creoles after Emancipation was to save 
money to buy a plot of land, the outlay of $10 or $20 for one of 
these licences was very often a major deterrent to engaging in the 
retail trade. 

On the other hand, the Portuguese immigrant's sole ambition 
was to acquire sufficient money to pay for his trading licence, 
stock a pack and turn peddlar; so the licences had no deterrent 
effect on them.'® In fact, the Portuguese themselves recognized 
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that the licences gave them a competitive advantage over the Cre> 
oles. Thus, when in 1848-49 a dispute between the planters and 
the Government caused the former to refuse to set the taxes, the 
Portuguese petitioned the Combined Court, calling for the reim¬ 
position of the trading licences.*^ Moreover, the practice of the 
merchants to grant Portuguese traders goods on credit while 
denying same to the Creoles further enabled them to out-com- 
pete the Creoles in the retail trade.By the 1850s. therefore, 
this very lucrative sector of the economy was dominated by the 
Portuguese who in turn contributed further to the impoverish¬ 
ment of the Creoles by overcharging and other fraudulent prac¬ 
tices (e.g.. short wei^ts and measurements).** 


Such malpractices by Portuguese traders aroused the animosity 
of the Creoles and led to repeated attacks on Portuguese shops 
during the nineteenth century.** It was in the wake of one of 
these disturbances in 1856 that perhaps the most oppressive 
tax was imposed on the Creole population. This was the regis¬ 
tration or *poir tax designed to raise revenue to compensate the 
Portuguese shopkeepers for their losses. Although payable by 
the entire adult population, it intentionally bore most heavily on 
the Creoles. This tax was a levy of $2 per annum for males and 
$1 for females for a period of Ave years; and non-payment was a 
criminal offence punishable by fine and/or imprisonment with 
hard labour.^* Because of the great hardship generated by this 
impost, it aroused considerable hostility not only towards the 
Portuguese, but also towards its chief architect. Governor Philip 
Wodehouse. against whom the Creoles vented their anger by ston¬ 
ing him on his way to the Stabroek wharf in July 1857. This 
punitive tax was mercifully repealed in 1858 after much orches¬ 
trated protest from the missionaries and other local pressure 
groups, as well as from the Anti-slavery Society in Britain.^* 


The combination of land restrictions, poor drainage, decay of 
the peasant village economy, discriminatory taxation, and 
marginalization in the retail trade, reduced the Creoles to a state 
of chronic poverty and renewed dependence on the plantation 
sector during the second half of the nineteenth century. Even 
though the plantations welcomed such dependence, it did not 
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guarantee Jobs for the Creoles who found themselves competing 
against Indentured immigrants at reduced wages. Since the terms 
of indentured contracts boimd the plantations to provide the im¬ 
migrants with five full days' laboiu' each week before hiring extra 
labour, many Creoles found that, particularly in times of reces¬ 
sion. they were made redimdant or their wages were reduced. 
And. as time went by, even those specialized and well-paid heavy 
field tasks or skilled factory Jobs, for which the Creoles were 
previously favoured, were increasingly performed by indentured 
immigrants. In short, as their dependence on the plantations 
grew, so they became more and more marginal to the production 
process.^ 

This depressing state of affairs left few alternative options in the 
hands of the Creoles. Migration to the sparsely populated ex¬ 
tremes of the coastal belt. e.g.. the Pomeroon region in Essequibo 
and the Corentyne coast of Berbice accounted for a few hunted. 
Some even ventured across the eastern border into the Dutch 
colony of Suriname after the emancipation of slavery there in 
1863. But emigration was looked upon with disfavour by the 
planters who feared a drain of local labour resources and in¬ 
creased wages: hence they imposed restrictions.^ Still others, 
prevented by stiff Crown lands regulations from obtaining licences 
of occupation, opted to work as the hired labourers of elite 
grantholders and engaged in woodcutting, balata-bleeding, and 
gold-and diamond-prospecting. If lucky, they could earn decent 
sums of money from these occupations.^^ But they were rela¬ 
tively few and the physical dangers were very great. 

Many Creoles, however, moved from their villages to the urban 
centres of Georgetown and New Amsterdam in search of better 
jobs and an improved way of life. This migration began at Eman¬ 
cipation and continued throughout the century. Thus, the urban 
Creole population Increased from about 20,000 to 50.000 be¬ 
tween 1841 and 1891 and comprised 80 per cent of the total 
urban population by the end of the century. In the towns, they 
worked as porters, stevedores, domestics, seamstresses, coal- 
women. artisans and craftsmen, tram-drivers and conductors, 
railwaymen. teachers, dispensers, policemen, clerks, parsons. 
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etc. Skilled white-collar jobs were greatly sou^t after but. be¬ 
cause they conferred higher social status, they were very difficult 
to obtain. At first, even jobs as store clerics were denied the 
Creoles, although that changed later In the centiuy when the pool 
of White competitors declined.^ 

The most prestigious and sought after positions were appoint¬ 
ments in the Civil Service and. not surprisingly, obstacles were 
erected to limit the number of Creoles who were admitted and 
how far up the ladder they could advance. In a way the Creoles 
used the Civil Service as an index of their social progress and 
constantly pressiu'ed the colonial authorities to appoint more of 
them to Its ranks. In 1842. for instance, a small group of Cre¬ 
oles formed the British Guiana African Association to agitate for 
fairer employment practices In the Civil Service, and they pub¬ 
lished the Fy-eeman's Sentinel to articulate their vlews.^^ This 
sort of pressure (though not as organized later on) was main¬ 
tained for the rest of the century by the middle-class Creole press, 
although successive Governors were at pains to deny that race 
and colour played any role in public appointments. Instead, they 
claimed that ambitious Creoles generally aspired to positions 
for which they were not qualified or competent, and that they 
used the race/colour card as an excuse for their inadequacies.^^ 

Yet. there was abundant evidence to the contrary. When, for in¬ 
stance. in 1857 a Creole clerk named Oudkerk. with twenty years 
experience in the Civil Service, was bypassed for the post of fi¬ 
nancial accountant in favour of a White Barbadian, the reason 
given was that It was done for the good of the public service since 
he lacked influence with the merchants. But of course the only 
way a stranger from Barbados could have more influence with 
the Guyanese merchants would have been on account of race 
since they were mainly White. Such instances of discrimination 
against Creoles were quite common in nineteenth century Guy¬ 
ana.^® 

It was no secret that appointments and promotions in the Civil 
Service were made through patronage, family connections, and 
social standing based on race/colour and class. The prominent 
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Creole. E.N. McDavid. observed that "merit, if associated with a 
sable complexion. Is not recognized, or. if called into play at all. 
is made to fulfil the drudgery, while the lucrative positions are 
bestowed upon others".^^ Young White lads graduating from the 
£Ute boys' school, the Queen’s College, automatically found well- 
paid. responsible positions in the Civil Service over the heads of 
long-serving experienced Creoles who Invariably had then to teach 
them how to do the work. This not only generated enormous 
discontent among the Creoles, but also led to all forms of incom¬ 
petence in the Civil Service.^ 

F\irther discrimination could be found in the fact that most White 
civil servants were appointed 'staff officers’ on the permanent 
establishment, thereby offering them Job security and entitling 
them to such benefits as leave of absence and pensions which 
(through contributions to the Widows and Orphans F\ind) their 
families continued to receive after their death. On the other hand, 
most Creole civil servants were employed on a year-to-year basis 
as ’supernumerary officers’ without job security or any of the 
other benefits. Thus, after working many years, they often re¬ 
tired without a pension or died leaving their families without any 
form of economic support.^* 


Ultimately it was only by qualifying as a lawyer or doctor that 
Creoles could grudgingly earn respect and significant social ad¬ 
vancement. But. as this was a slow and expensive process re¬ 
quiring tertiary level training abroad, relatively few Creoles were 
in a position to achieve this. Nevertheless, with considerable 
sacr^ce. most of the lawyers and doctors in the colony by the 
end of the century were Creoles, and were recognized by inde¬ 
pendent observers to be as good as any of their White counter- 
parts.“ 


In the socio-economic climate of nineteenth century Guyana, 
where even unskilled jobs on the estates were Increasingly diffi¬ 
cult to find as more immigrant labourers were Imported, there 
were many unfulfilled dreams and ambitions among working- 
class Creoles. For many of them, un- and under-employment 
became a way of life. To some of these, therefore, crime seemed 
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to offer a way out of their miserable existence and a means of 
'getting back' at society. By the 1860s. burglary, street robbery 
Cchoke-and-rob'). shoplifting, and violence became fairly preva¬ 
lent especially among Creoles in the depressed urban ghettos. 
Unemployed youths roamed the streets and wharves, brawling 
gambling, swearing, and stealing. The backstores of merchants 
and shopkeepers were prime targets for these delinquent youths. 
Young working-class Creole women were reduced to prostitution.” 
In the countryside, praedlal larceny became prevalent, with both 
plantations and peasant farmers suffering.^ 

The later nineteenth century thus witnessed a significant surge 
in crime among working-class Creoles and Increasingly the press, 
both White and Coloured middle-class, urged draconian meth¬ 
ods such as flogging hardened criminals with the ‘cat-o-nine tails’. 
However, neither this nor the erection in 1877 of a reformatory 
school for juvenile delinquents at Ondemeemlng, Essequlbo. 
served as a deterrent to criminal activity.” for the fundamental 
social and economic conditions v^ch caused working-class Cre¬ 
ole youths to lose hope were not addressed by the colonial au¬ 
thorities. 

The most pervading problem that Creoles of all classes continu¬ 
ously faced In post-Emanclpatlon Guyana was White racism. It 
was this which to a large extent determined the parameters within 
which they were allowed to operate in the colonial system, and 
which blinded the colonial authorities to their pUglit. Racist theo¬ 
ries became very fashionable In Britain and Europe in the later 
nineteenth century, the most influential of which was Social E>ar- 
wlnism which purported to provide (pseudo-) scientific proof that 
African people had not evolved to the same level of human devel¬ 
opment as Whites. Not that Creole Whites needed any proof, 
since these Ideas had been alive in the West Indies ever since the 
slave period. 

But in the later nlnetenth century many British people (including 
colonial officials, plantation owners and managerial staff, mer¬ 
chants. army and police officers, magistrates and judges, priests 
and missionaries, etc.) started out from Britain with pre-con- 
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ceived racist prejudices about African people as a result of these 
pseudo-scientific race theories. This was clearly reflected in the 
literature which they generated (travel books, letters, diaries, 
newspapers, official documents, church records, etc.) during this 
period, not least of all the two major contemporary ‘historians' 
of Guyana. Henry Dalton and James Rodway. Pejorative racial 
stereotypes about African people abounded. 'Quashie' (the typi¬ 
cal Creole) was childlike. Improvident, worthless, shallow, lazy, 
excitable, and loved to sing and dance.^ 


What this meant was that it almost certainly precluded the ex¬ 
slaves and their descendants from getting a fair chance to make 
good. Classic proof of this came from Magistrate Hewlck who in 
1885. half a century after the abolition of slavery, sentenced an 
African man for loitering on an £ssequlbo estate with the follow¬ 
ing observations: 


Blacks would neither work nor starve: instead they 
stole someone’s plantains and lay in the sun every¬ 
day after eating them. The heads of the blacks were 
so thick, it was no use telling them anything, and it 
was useless doing them a good turn: the only way to 
make the black man work was by use of the lash ... 
If the black man wished to be their lords and mas¬ 
ters, let them go to Haytl... They seemed to think 
that White people only lived to put food in their (the 
blacks') mouth ... as a race, the Africans were the 
laziest on the face of the earth, and were there no 
White men they would soon starve: ... they did not 
appreciate acts of kindness shown to them, and were 
most ungrateful... 

(as reported by the Royal Gazette^'') 


These racist attitudes hardened as the nineteenth century wore 
on and as White urban society became more stable with the grow¬ 
ing presence of White women. Except in the rural areas where 
White women were few, the old practice of White men cohabiting 
with African or Coloured women declined after Emancipation 
and social distance between the 'races' increased.^ Klrke pointed 
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out that among White colonists In the later nineteenth century 
there was ‘‘objection to the Ne^o taint the touch of the tar brush* 
as It Is locally called But, long before that. Richard 

Schomburgk had observed that It was a brave man Indeed who 
would marry a Creole woman: 

If In Isolated cases the European disregards these 
prejudices and still marries a coloured woman upon 
whose reputation even the most stinging envy can 
find no stain, the blot of birth Indelibly remains: all 
the aristocratic circles are open to the husband, but 
to the wife they are Impenetrably closed " 

Yet, in spite of such deep-seated racial prejudices, some Creoles 
managed by dint of hard work and great sacrifice to achieve some 
measure of upward social mobility. By the end of the century, 
there were lawyers, doctors, priests, ci^ servants, teachers, and 
even some plantation managers among the Creole population. 
But such social advancement was often accompanied by a denial 
of their Afro-Creole cultural roots as many sought to acquire the 
attitudes, airs and ^aces, beliefs, customs and values of the White 
colonial Elites In order to prove that they had arrived socially. 
Some became unbearable with conceit and even referred to Brit¬ 
ain as ‘home' and boasted about their English family traditions, 
coats-of-arms, sports crests, etc. The ultimate symbol of their 
newly attained social status was marriage to a White woman.* ‘ 

It is important to stress, however, that only a small minority of 
Creoles achieved significant upward social mobility, notably the 
lawyers and doctors. Those who became civil servants, teach¬ 
ers. priests, policemen, clerks, dispensers, nurses, etc., entered 
the middle-class, with skilled artisans and craftsmen, seam¬ 
stresses, etc., a peg or two below. But the vast majority of Cre¬ 
oles remained working-class, eking out an existence as best they 
could. Many, however, simply did not survive the hardships of 
life in the racist colonial society. 

This was clearly reflected in the population statistics for the post- 
Emancl|>ation period. Although the Creole population increased 
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by 58 per cent from about 92,000 In 1838 to 144,619 In 1891, 
much of that increase was due to the Inflow of 55,077 immi¬ 
grants from the West Indies and Africa.*^ If one excludes those, 
the number of Creoles would actually have decreased by 1.7 per 
cent. So the Creole population owed its Increase after Emanci¬ 
pation almost entirely to immigration rather than to natural in¬ 
crease.^ This had all the makings of a potential demographic 
catastrophe, and was the direct result of the colonial Govern¬ 
ment's policies, nmtured in a climate of racism, which system¬ 
atically discriminated against the Creoles. Thus, by the end of 
the nineteenth century, not only were they subjugated within the 
colonial polity, increasingly marginalized within the colonial 
economy, and subordinated within the colonial society, but they 
were literally becoming an endangered species unable to increase 
their numbers naturally. 

What is striking, however, was the apparent inability of the Cre¬ 
oles to react to these disastrous policies and pressures with any 
degree of cohesion and unity as an ethnic group. This was largely 
on account of two factors. First, they were deeply divided along 
colour-class lines. Colour distinctions and phenotypical features 
assumed such great signlflcance among the Creoles that, in gen¬ 
eral, the lighter the hue and the more European the features, the 
higher was the perceived class status. These physical attributes 
were very jealously guarded, and great care t^cn to ensure that 
one's progeny Improved the stock (‘lightened their darkness’, as 
they were taught to pray by the Anglican Church). Coloureds 
who ranged from Justee, through mustee. to mulatto kept their 
distance socially from people of darker complexion, e.g.. the cob 
and Negro, even thou^ some of their close relatives might fall 
into the latter categories. To be called a 'nigger* was the greatest 
insult imaginable to any Creole regardless of colour.^ There was 
little common cause, therefore, between people at the two poles 
of this colour-class continuum, and very generally their social 
interests differed accordingly. 

These Colour-class differences were reinforced by the second el¬ 
ement of Creole disunity - culture. After generations of indoctri¬ 
nation. most Creoles unquestlonlngly accepted the idea of the 
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inferiority of Afro-Creole culture and the superiority of White cul¬ 
ture: and the higher up the social ladder they aspired to be. the 
stronger were their efforts to 'Europeanize' themselves. Socio¬ 
cultural divisions thus existed among the Creoles depending on 
the extent of their acculturation to the dominant White norms; 
and although there was a viable Afro-Creole cultural tradition In 
nineteenth century Guyana. It was so depreciated In the minds of 
its primary bearers that It could not provide them with a positive 
sense of ethnic Identity to resist cultural imperialism. White rac¬ 
ism and colonial domination.*^ 

The Creoles, therefore, remained a disparate social category, lack¬ 
ing the sort of group cohesion and ethnic pride so necessary for 
overcoming the obstacles (social, economic and political) that 
were placed In their way. It Is not surprising, therefore, that even 
the few dark-skinned persons who dragged themselves out of 
poverty literally by their 'boot-strings' should have sought to dis¬ 
tance themselves from their roots, because they felt this was nec¬ 
essary In order to earn social respectability. The price of social 
advancement in the colonial society was thus cultural self-de¬ 
nial. and there were many Creoles during the nineteenth century 
who were quite prepared to pay It. 


Notes 

1. The term 'Creole' is here used to mean an Afncan or Coloured(mixed 
African-White) person bom in Guyana. 

2. Neither term, 'ethnic group’ nor ‘class', suffices to classify the Creoles. 
While the majority were, and remained, working-class throughout the 
century, some made social advances to enter the middle and upper-middle 
classes with widely different interests from the majority. As an 'ethnic 
group’, the Creoles again were very diverse. All shared a common Afro- 
Creole cultural heritage, but the more upwardly socially mobile they were, 
the more 'Europeanized' they became and thus sought to shed as many of 
their Afro-Creole cultural roots as they consciously could. They there¬ 
fore lacked a sufHciently distinct cultural identity to constitute a cohesive 
‘ethnic group’. 

3. P.P., 1851., XXXIX, End. 3 in Barkly to Grey. 121,15 Aug. 1850. 
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ies in Society and History CSSH), 23,1981, pp. 591-619; idiem, 

'Reply to William A. Green’s “The perils of comparative history”, CSS//, 
26,1984, pp. 120-25; William A. Green. 'The perils of comparative his¬ 
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pp. 112-119. Green argues that in the British Caribbean sugar coltmies, 
population density was the main factor which determined the availability 
of land for the ex-slaves. Bolland, however, is of the view that demo¬ 
graphic factors alone were not enough to account for land availability, but. 
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5. Brian L. Moore. Race. Power and Social Segmentation in Colonial Soci¬ 
ety: Guyana after Slavery 1838-1891 (UcwYoTk^ 1987), pp. 96 and III- 
113. 

6. Ibid.y pp. 94-96. 

7. Alan Adamson, ’Monoculture and Village Decay in British Guiana 1854- 
1872’, Journal of Social History, 3, (4), 1970. 

8. Moore, pp. 95 - 97. 

9. C.O. 111/336, Hincks to Newcastle, 140,28 Jul., 1862. 

10. Creole, 3 May 1872; Colonist, 12 Sep. and 2 Nov. 1883; Argosy, 15,22, 
and 29 Mar., 1884. 

11. Enel, in Kortright to Kimberley 140,4Aug. 1881;i4;^osy,4 Dec. 1880, 
22 Apr, 23 May and 25 Oct. 1884. 

12. See the annual tax ordinances. 

13. Ibid. 

14. 111/227, Light to Stanley, No. 70,7 April 1845; C.O. 111/277 Baikly to 
Grey, 173,31 Dec. 1850; and Colonist, 26 Feb. 1851. 

15. C.O. lll/280,EncI.4inBarklytoGrey,No. 12,20Jan. 1851. 

16. Official Gazette for 1852. 

17. Royal Gazette, 30 Oct. 1843. 

18. Moore, pp. 145-46. 

19. The Portuguese commercial community was attacked on three occasions 
after Emancipation: 1848 in Berbice, 1856 in Demerara and Essequibo, 
and 1889 in Georgetown. On each occasion, it was their shops and stock 
in trade which were looted and destroyed, not their persons. But in 1856, 
in order to encourage continued Portuguese immigration into Guyana in 
order to boost the White population, the Government thought that they 
should be compensated for their losses out of the public revenues. 

20. C.O. I11/3II, Wodehouse to Labouchere, 83, 23 Jun.1856; Creole, 22 
May 1858. 
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(Loodoo, 1855); James Rodway's, History of British Guiana, 3 vols. 
(Georgetown, 1891*94). The contenqx>raiy literature* of nineteenth-cen¬ 
tury Guyana and the Caribbean is riddled with overtly racist comments 
and stereotypes of the Creole population. It was extremely rare to find a 
White observer who did not harbour such race prejudices, and at the very 
least he/she certainly thought that the Creoles were culturally inferior and 
uncivilized. Thus, even *do-gooders* embraced the notion that they had a 
moral obligation to *civilise* these poor unforpinate African beings. At 
worst, Whites felt that the Creoles had to be subordinated permanently to 


37. Royal Gazette, 18 Apr. 1885. 

38. Overt White-African sexual relationships declined in the two major towns 
during the 19th century. But there was still a considerable amount of 
clandestine activity taking place (‘under covers*, so to speak). In the 
rural areas, however, the old practice of relatively open ‘cmcubinage* 
between White males and non-White women persisted largely because of 
the paucity of White women; but the number of Creole women in such 
relationships declined as more and more Indians were imported to work 
on the plantations [see the author’s Cultural Power, Resistance and Plu¬ 
ralism: Guyana 1838-1900 (Kingston, 1995), chapter 3]. 

39. H. Kirice, Twenty-Jive years in British Guiana (London, 1898), pp. 45 - 
46. 

40. Richard Schomburgk, Travels in British Guiana, vol. 2 (Georgetown, 
1922). pp. 45-46. 

41. Kirke, p. 40. 
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went to Guyana (see G.W. Roberts and M.A. Johnson, “Factors Involved 
in Immigration and Movements in the Working Force of British Guiana 
in the 19* Century”, SES, 23(1), 1974). 

43. Moore, Cultural Power, chapter 2. 

44. Moore, Race, pp. 110-11. 

45. Sec chapters 5 & 6 in Moore, Cultural Power. 
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%Jdmes G* Rose 


The strike of 1842 

At the beginning of 1842, the labourers on most of the sugar 
plantations in Demerara and on the Essequlbo Coast* refused to 
accept certain “Rules and Regulations’^ which the planters sought 
to impose on the work force. Because the new “Rules...” were 
harsh and unjust, as well as arbitrarily conceived and imposed, 
the labourers withheld their service from the plantations. Apart 
from sporadic instances of plantation unrest, this strike was the 
first open confrontation between the two groups since Emanci* 
patlon.^ 

Labour relations between the planter and the work force had in 
the main been poor in the three and a half years since freedom, 
but the planter had nevertheless been able to harvest his crop 
and to produce sugar for the fragile export market. This is not to 
suggest that African labour had been given freely, or. that it had 
been given in adequate supply or. for that matter, without ran- 
cour. 

One of the dominant features of post-Emancipation Guyana had 
been the problem of labour. Accustomed to slave labour, the 
planter found it difficult to become reconciled to wage labour. 
On the other hand, the work force, realizing its full worth and 
potential, consciously regulated the supply of labour to the plan¬ 
tation, while consistently demanding competitive wage rates. 
Neither position was achieved by chance. It was the product of 
pre-Emancipation class antagonisms and the continuation and 
escalation of soured relations in the immediate post-Emancipa- 
tion years. Slavery had been abolished, but it had always been 
intended that the plantation system should continue. Its sur¬ 
vival depended on the continued availability of a servile and cheap 
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labour force. As a result, strenuous efforts were made to keep 
Affican labour bound to the system. 

The labourers had protested in various ways. They had mobi> 
lized themselves into task gan^ offering their labour to the most 
competitive employer and by deliberately creating an artlffclal 
shortage of labour, they fabricated conditions encouraging the 
payment of competitive wage rates. The planters responded 
aggressively by arbitrary ejectments, punitive rents and the de¬ 
nial of gardening and grazing rights on plantation lands. These 
responses produced periodic work stoppages aimed at consoli¬ 
dating the new limits of power and influence in the ongoing con¬ 
flict. but the work force had never combined in such a deter¬ 
mined show of solidarity before. Both the combination and de¬ 
termination frightened the planters. The planters had from time 
to time been forced to come to terms with their altered circum¬ 
stances in a free society, but this was the first time that they had 
found themselves so completely at the mercy of their work force. 

During the years Just prior to Emancipation, particularly during 
the Apprenticeship period, some planters had repeatedly com¬ 
plained of major labour problems consequent on Emancipation.^ 
They had anticipated the complete withdrawal of the labour force 
from the plantations. This migration, though not in mass, was 
nevertheless in progress. To stem the tide of this movement, 
coercive practices had been invoked and. because of the punitive 
nature of some of the accompanying Ordinances, the Colonial 
Office had rejected them. This, however, did not erase the 
aggressive attitude which had given birth to such measures and 
the practices persisted even though overturned by the Colonial 
Office. There were other planters, however, who felt that coer¬ 
cion was not the best policy, preferring instead to offer attractive 
wage rates and other inducements. This latter group succeeded 
in retaining adequate labour where the former more aggressive 
recourse had succeeded only in alienating it. 

In the final analysis, both policies proved almost equally injuri¬ 
ous to the sugar industry. The former ensured that conflict be¬ 
tween the classes persisted, while the latter enabled the freed- 
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men to earn enough so quickly, that it was possible for them to 
offer their labour to the estates at times convenient to them and 
not necessarily when most needed by the planters.^ More import 
tantly, however, the freedmen were able to earn and save enough 
to buy properties which considerably reduced their dependence 
on, and consolidated their freedom from, the plantation system.^ 

The result of the first development was that labour continued to 
be virtually scarce and expensive, the cost of the commodity pro¬ 
duced was high and therefore Increasingly uncompetitive and the 
bankruptcy of plantations continued at an accelerated pace. In 
these altered circumstances, conflict persisted and because the 
planter was capitalist-oriented, he attempted to cut the cost of 
production to avoid financial ruin, and because he was yet to 
accept the notion of freeA^e labotn. whatever steps he adopted 
to cut the cost of production were detrimental to the welfare of 
the labourer. On the other hand, since 1838 the labomer had 
grown in confidence. He had witnessed the panic responses of 
the plantocracy and had not been fooled by Its transparent policy 
of s^uctlon. He was conscious of the true worth of labour to the 
plantation system and was determined that this new worth should 
not be subverted. 

Whatever the planters' reservations or Incapacities, the labour¬ 
ers were confident that the survival of the plantation system in 
British Guiana depended on the manner in which labour was 
comted. They therefore insisted on wage rates that were reason¬ 
able. as well as Improved gratuities and allowances. Fbr many 
planters, the entire exercise became prohibitive and they were 
ruined.^ The closure of these plantations was not altogether with¬ 
out Its advanta^s because it reduced the sources of competition 
and made more labour available to those who persisted. Some 
commentators even suspected that, should the trend continue, 
the supply of labour would soon outstrip the demand and wa^s 
would then come down. 

By 1841, however, even some of those plantations which had 
enthusiastically embraced the policy of Inducements came face 
to face with the harsh economic realities of the times. The artifi- 
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clal shortage of labour created the need for an immigrant labour 
force, the cost of which further inflated production costs. By 
May 1841. most planters had begun to grumble.^ An attempt to 
cut the cost of production by either limiting or withdrawing alto* 
gether plantations perquisites proved abortive when the labour* 
ers refused to work on those estates which had abandoned their 
plantain walks.^ The planters re*examined their position and in 
particular the system by which their labour needs were suppUed 
and were mostfy dissatisfied. They conceded that: 

a labouring man should work for whom he chooses 
and ou^t to receive wages for his work. He should 
live v4iere he pleases and pay rent for his occupancy, 
then he and his employer are equally independent of 
each other. 

They concluded that it was ‘‘impolitic to have permitted (the Ne¬ 
gro) occupation of huts and provision grounds rent-free".*® The 
freedmen shared similar sentiments but had been forced to fight 
for a very limited realisation of such hopes. Indeed, such free¬ 
dom and responsibilities were always their ultimate conception 
of true Emancipation and so they had resisted planter machina¬ 
tions to restrain labour In servile conditions on the plantation.' ‘ 

Yet the emergence, growth and development of an independent 
labour force were not perceived by members of the planting com¬ 
munity as being in their best Interests. The economic impera¬ 
tives of the 1840s, however, were forcing them to revise their 
strategy Even so. considerable caution must be exercised when 
Interpreting the planters* definition of an ‘independent' labourer. 
In its real sense, the concept of an Independent labour force, 
acceptable to the planter, would have implied revolutionary think¬ 
ing on the part of the plantocracy. But the plantocracy had al¬ 
ways been reactionary employers. What the planter now sought 
to achieve was freedom from the additional expenses which al¬ 
lowances, gratuities and higher wages entailed. In the process, 
he sou^t both to inflate the labourer’s cost of living and reduce 
his earning capacity at the same time. 
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It was not without significance that. Just at this time, efforts were 
being made in the metropole to resolve other Issues fundamental 
to the solution of the planters’ perceived labour problem. Lord 
Russell and the Colonial Office were formulating a comprehen¬ 
sive scheme of Immigration “to solve the problem of labour short¬ 
age."*^ Almost coincidental was the notice of a motion by Mr. 
Labouchere, aimed at ‘the removal of those restrictions which 
bore on the trade of the colonies with foreign coimtrles. and of 
the duties on the food for maintaining labourers."*^ Admittedly, 
the real cause of the planters' problems stemmed from the cu¬ 
mulative effects of a number of problems, not necessarily all re¬ 
lated to labour, which had been developing over the years. Some 
of these had become chronically entrenched in the plantation 
system, but the successful implementation of the measures con¬ 
templated in Britain would nevertheless have brought some re¬ 
lief to the planters. The effective salvaging of the plantation 
economy called for fundamental reforms in the functioning of 
society and a radical restructuring of the economy. But. in the 
interim. Russell's initiative coincided favourably with the plant¬ 
ers’ desire for a new supply of labom to ‘set off* against y/haX 
they deemed ‘a recalcitrant African labour force’. 

Buoyed by such support, the planters embarked on a programme 
of open confrontation with the labour force. To this end an Ordi¬ 
nance was proposed in the form of a petition to the Governor 
and Court of Policy requesting a “change in the system at present 
In the management of Estates at least in so far as occupancy of 
grounds and tenants by the labourers is concerned."** Not sur¬ 
prisingly. and in keeping with their new intentions, the petition 
noted that: 

The houses, grounds, allowances free of rent are rem¬ 
nants of a system which the good of all ranks and 
conditions among us are desirous to forget, and as 
long as they are continued the idea of full and com¬ 
plete freedom cannot be realized; neither can that 
Independence of spirit and action necessary in a free 
people, be universally obtained.'^ 
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To assume here that the plantocracy had, at long last, been con> 
verted to a recognition of basic rl^ts of the work force would be 
a serious misconstruction. The Intention of the planters was to 
deceive the public in general, and the labour force in particular, 
into accepting a plan that was as sinister as it was devious. Rather 
than an improvement in the lot of the labour force, the real pur¬ 
pose was to increase their dependency on the plantation, to ef¬ 
fect a deterioration in their condition and a deprivation of some 
of the freedoms they had fought for and won in the years since 
1838. 

The plantocracy was seeking both to curtail the growing inde¬ 
pendence of the labourer and redress what they saw as the seri¬ 
ous economic ills caused by this new assertion. In the pursuit of 
these objectives they had prepared a new set of Import duties to 
inflict punitive taxation on the labouring class to the beneflt of 
the plantocracy. The necessities of life were to be heavily taxed 
to raise large sums of money (£104,000) to defray the cost of 
immig ration and a canal excavator. As early as 1839. Governor 
Henry Light was forced to admit that the labourers had been 
embittered by the heavy and one-sided taxation system.*^ The 
Government Secretary. Henry Young, on this occasion noting the 
bias and oppressive nature of the measure, remarked that “the 
appointment of the taxes (was) no less unequal and oppressive 
than the exclusive character of the Committee by which they 
have been framed was unjust and imconstltutional.“^^ Interest¬ 
ingly enough, the nature and purpose of the taxes were not lost 
on the labouring population either. 

It was an unrefuted fact, though unpalatable to the planters, that 
innovations in a taxation system skewed against the working- 
class and taxing the indlspensables of their life, inevitably cre¬ 
ated demands for high and higher wages.^' The planters had 
begun to complain against the high wage rate, but the Govern¬ 
ment Secretary pointed out that “the necessaries of life are bur¬ 
dened with duties which tend to increase prices and thus main¬ 
tain wages at a rate high to the employer but only nominally so to 
the labourer. Even so. the Inequality in the system clearly dem¬ 
onstrated that taxation was a potent weapon in the hands of the 
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plantocracy. In the first Instance, they used their preponderance 
In the Combined Court to reUeve themselves of taxation. At the 
same time, they shifted this burden unto the unrepresented 
classes." 

The ‘Capitation/ ‘Land* and ‘Produce' Ihxcs were typical exam¬ 
ples. Ihe first was abolished, while the second was consider¬ 
ably reduced." At the same time, consumer items (flour, beef, 
pork, malt liquors and clothing), favoured by the labourers, were 
repeatedly taxed." This oppressive bias repeated itself in the 
IMl ‘Colonial’ Taxes which were increased by £74,000 solely 
for a purpose, immigration, which benefited ^e planter class 
alone. Yet the labomers were the ones taxed for It. Small won¬ 
der, therefore, that when the planters complained of high wages, 
the labourers pointed to the high level of taxation and the rising 
cost of living. The labourers were quite aware of the fact that as 
revenue accumulated and Import duties grew larger, the plant¬ 
ers* contribution to the national revenue became smaller and 
smaller." 

But there was still another side to taxation other than the mere 
raising of revenue to pursue projects which benefited the planter 
class alone. The planters knew that taxation, skewed as It was. 
possessed the ability both of reducing the purchasing power of 
the labourer, even as It paid back to the planter community, some 
of the money paid out in wages. This was achieved by creating 
areas of expensive compulsory expenditures (high-priced neces¬ 
sities) and by the payment of high rates. (Horses, mules, carts, 
huckstering and the portering trade were also taxed). 

The need for Increased quantities of local currency was thus cre¬ 
ated which induced the labourer to work more regularly on the 
sug^ estates and in some cases to put in longer hours. In short, 
the conditions making for greater reliance on the plantation sys¬ 
tem were subtly but inevitably created. As the marglnallty of the 
labourer’s position increased, his ability to establish himself as 
an independent peasant or small farmer correspondingly de¬ 
creased. What the planters tried to ignore, and what seemed to 
save the situation for the labourer, was his early and accurate 
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assessment of the planters’ designs. What was achieved there- 
fore was increased personal bitterness, social tension and the 
on^ing polarization of the two groups. 

By November 1841. the planter community was sufficiently In¬ 
censed by their problems and their apparent inability to cope 
that they convened a meeting, the object of which was “to ascer¬ 
tain and discuss whether the rate of production throughout the 
colony was ruinous” After determining this most important 
fact, a public meeting was to be convened to discuss plans to 
effect a reduction of the cost of production. At this first meeting 
attended by all the local notables from among the planter class, 
a committee was appointed to investigate the central problem. 
Its terms of reference Included specifically the task of eliciting 
information on the actual cost of production, or the average cost 
of the previous ten months’ production, and secondly, to ascer¬ 
tain the proportion of the cost and the value of the article pro¬ 
duced with a view to devising measures to reduce the cost of 
production. 

The Committee took evidence from 60 estates which had pro¬ 
duced 10. 343 hogsheads of sugar and found that the cost of 
production was $98.81. while the selling price of the staple was 
$86.40, per hogshead. The planters, like Adam Smith, argued 
that “the cost of production was the grand regulating principle of 
price” and. since they recognised their inability to effect changes 
In the selling price of the commodity, they recommended that 
immediate efforts be made to equalise ’the rate of wages and 
production*. 

The Committee’s report identified a number of causative factors 
purported to be responsible for the planters' problems. As ex¬ 
pected. labour was the first. The Report noted its irregularity, its 
unrcllablUty, its inadequacy, its indifference, its uncaring perform¬ 
ance and its high price. The practice of paying for unfinished 
work was stoutly condemned, as was the granting of gratuities 
and medical and educational facilities, all of which were imme¬ 
diately discontinued. Free housing. grazing land and the provi¬ 
sion plot were deemed anachronisms, while the engaging of task 
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gangs was considered much too e3q>enslve an esqpedient to be 
further practised. These factors were set up as the principal 
causes of the planters’ distress and were treated as such during 
the course of the deliberations. In the end, it was decided that 
overseers were to insist that tasks undertaken be properly ex* 
ecuted or payment withheld. Labourers who performed Indlffer* 
ently and inefhclently were to be dismissed. Gratuities and al* 
lowances were to be abolished and for every day that a labourer 
absented himself from estate duties, a fine of two bits was to be 
charged for the occupation of his cottage. The burning of cane 
was to be discontinued or. where the practice persisted, the wage 
rate was to be reduced by 25 per cent. Finally, the employment 
of task gangs was to be brou^t to an end. 

It has already been noted that while the planters considered the 
rate of wages excessive, the labourers felt that the cost of living 
made such a rate reasonable. Since Emancipation, they had been 
at pains to ensme the receipt of Just wages. The work force 
considered themselves in full control of the labour situation. They 
were conscious of their worth and not in a mood to be under* 
paid.^ On the question of task gangs, it was observed by the 
planters that ^nerally they earned from $1.00 to $3.00 dally 
but. on occasions, they had earned as much as $4.00 per day. It 
was felt, however, that expensive as they were, such gangs repre¬ 
sented an expertise and strength not to be had elsewhere, and 
because of this, higher wages were a necessity.^ 

What the planters chose to ignore was the fact that as task gangs 
they were essentially itinerant work groups and estates therefore 
paid only for the particular task and nothing else. There were no 
perquisites attached to their employment." Gratuities and al¬ 
lowances were not a part of any pact between the two groups and 
as a consequence the wage rate had to be higher than normal. 
Even more important, however, was the further consideration 
that tasks gangs were specialized work units which performed a 
task imdertaken better than any other available work force. Their 
normal assignments were larger than that which was allocated 
to others and their rate of completion was faster. 
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The truth was that, initially, the planters thought that the task 
gang was advantageous. They h^ been averse to offering day 
work which, according to their way of thinking would pander to 
the 'indolent* nature of the labourers.^^ Since both the extent of 
the task and its rate were set by the planter, he considered him> 
self in full control of the situation and so the task gan gs were 
encouraged. The labourer's expertise and the self-confidence 
came later and with it a shift in the virtual control of the 8itua> 
tion. The planters therefore foimd themselves caught in an ex¬ 
pensive arrangement of their own construction. 

As far as fines and eviction were concerned, the law had clearly 
stipulated a grace period and certain conditions of tenancy which 
incurred obligations on the part of both groups but which had 
been observed by neither. In the days immediately after Emanci¬ 
pation. similar efforts had been undertaken to remove the la¬ 
bourers forcefully from their 'homes*. Using their strong bar¬ 
gaining position, the labourers had succeeded in frustrating these 
efforts. As late as the early 1840s. eviction was used punitlvely 
and as an instrument of coercion. Governor Llgfit had always 
favoured this expedient.^ but. on occasion, even he was appalled 
by the callousness of the planters' exercise of this facility.” 

When news of the planters’ deliberations became public, it was 
immediately pointed out that the course of action contemplated 
was fraught with danger, much of which was unnecessary.” The 
planters were reminded of the withdrawal of an allowance of rum 
in August which resulted in a strike by some workers and of the 
immediate capitulation of the planters involved. Further, when 
the withdrawal of some allowances was attempted in the dis¬ 
tricts of Couva and Tacarlgua in Trinidad, the labourers there 
went on strike as well.” and when attempts were made to reduce 
the wages of the Trinidad labourers, another strike ensued.” 
The withdrawal therefore of all gratuities and allowances, a re- 
diictlon of wages, eviction and the threatened destruction of crops 
and livestock from a working force, quite conscious of its strength, 
was certain to result in strike action. 

Were the planters prepared to adopt a firmer stand than the weak 
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showing of their colleagues earlier In the year? Many doubted 
their ability to withstand a strike. Indeed, the planters were con¬ 
scious of this weakness and had cautioned their ranks about 
disloyalty and a lack of solidarity. Planter Young, speaking on 
behalf of the Governor, noted "that combinations of planters (al¬ 
ways ended) in disappointment if ever formed for a purpose other 
than the communicating of Ideas".The editorial of the Gazette 
commended the withdrawal of all gratuities, but felt that wages 
should have been left to the vagaries of market forces.^ This, no 
doubt, was the result of a silent belief among some planters that 
the labourers would accept the general reform proposal, except 
for the cut in wages, to which they would object most strenu¬ 
ously. The earlier attempt to withdraw rum and plantains had 
resulted in strike action and so it is difilcult to accept, with any 
degree of seriousness, such a belief, silent or otherwise. Even 
so, unity of purpose and action would still have been prime re¬ 
quirements. There was no record of such a unity among the 
planters and in this instance, two planters. Porter and Pearson, 
had already expressed grave misgivings about the so-called ‘ac¬ 
tion plan’.^® 

The planters chose to ignore the allegation of past disunities and 
developed their plan further. IWo motions were presented to the 
Combined Court on 13 December 1841: one to effect the recov¬ 
ery of possession of lands, tenants and houses and the other for 
the speedy recovery of rents.^ Meetings of planters were held 
throiigbout the cane-farming districts of Demerara and Essequibo 
during the month of December. These meetings concentrated on 
drafting new rules and regulations for the employment of labour¬ 
ers on all the estates from 1 January 1842.*‘ Copies of the new 
‘Rules and Regulations' were in circulation from about 20 De¬ 
cember 1841.*^ In circulating the ‘Rules and Regulations.' the 
planters stipulated that all those who refused to accept the new 
arrangement would be required to leave the estate by 1 January 
1842 and anyone still in residence after that date would be con¬ 
sidered as having accepted the new conditions of employment. 

The work force neither accepted the ‘Rules’ nor left the estates. 
They deemed the new arrangement oppressive, withheld their 
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labour and demanded that the new arrangement be withdrawn. 
MlUlroux remarked that ‘‘more than twenty thousand labourers 
answering coalition with coalition, very coolly folded their arms; 
and nearly two months thus passed away in inaction”.^^ FVom 
the moment the labourers rejected the new ‘Rules’, the planters, 
who felt they held the initiative, lost it and never recovered. The 
labourers, in their organisation and mode of operation, outclassed 
their employers and easily out-manoeuvred them. The strike 
action crippled the Industry In both the counties of Demerara 
and Essequibo. This clearly demonstrated the unity, organisa¬ 
tional ability and militancy of the workers just four years after 
Emancipation. Labourers reported for duty on some estates but 
these were estates which had not adopted the ‘Rules’, and even 
so. production was rapidly brought to a halt.^^ 


The behavioural response of some planters indicated their state 
of disunity and disorganisation.^^ They had hoped for an imme¬ 
diate capitulation and acceptance from the labourers.^^ They 
had obviously underestimated the militancy and resolution of 
the work force. Barton Premium, a prominent member of the 
planter community, argued that the planters expected a strike, 
but If this was so. then they did not expect the type of solidarity 
with which they were confronted.*^ They had planned, not from 
a position of dependency or even mutual dependence, but from 
the arrogamt power base of the superiority of the old plantation, 
for MUliroux noted that “they drew up and caused to be adopted 
a resolution... in each line of which one perceived the reminis¬ 
cences of pure slavery”.*® 


In spite of eill the evidence which they themselves had adduced 
over the years, they persisted in seeing the work force as a group 
of dumb, driven cattle. — chattell — still expected to cower be¬ 
fore them because of the ascribed superiority of the Victorian 
cultural tradition. European brain power and technological ad¬ 
vancement. Their fundamental mistake was in not acknowledg¬ 
ing how far and by how much their power as a group had been 
eroded since 1838. Conversely, they failed to realise, until it was 
too late, the slgniHcant evolution in the African psyche that had 
taken place. Fbrther, they could not assess the spirit of self- 
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determination which drove the Africans relentlessly to rebel 
against the plantation and Its Innumerable symbols of Inhuman- 
Ity and oppression. 

Unlike the Europeans vdio continued to consider them as so many 
cyphers or mere chattel, the Africans seemed to have come to 
terms with reality at a much earlier date. Having realized the 
current inevitability of the plantation system and their inability 
to destroy it. they sought to exercise some measure of effective 
control over the terms of their relationship with the power struc¬ 
ture. At a more profound level, however, they were determined 
not to have the plantation reassert that dominance over their 
existence which had been the central feature of pre'1838 rela¬ 
tions.*® 

As soon as strike action was taken, workers’ delegations from 
various parts of the affected counties began seeking audience 
with the Governor.^ (Between 4 and 5 January alone, the Gover¬ 
nor had seen or caused to be seen no fewer than 20 delegations, 
some of them as large as 20 persons). Their reasons were sev¬ 
eral. They wanted to ascertain the legality of the planters’ ac¬ 
tions. to find out if these actions had the blessings of the Gover¬ 
nor and of the Queen, to state their case and to make plain their 
Intention to reject the imposed conditions. But underlying all of 
this was the labourers' desire to win the support of the Queen’s 
chief servant to their cause. 

Militant though the labourers were, the protest action was rela¬ 
tively peaceful.^' There were Instances of aggressive behaviour 
but these were not significant enough to destroy the overall ex¬ 
emplary conduct of the labourers, in spite of tremendous pro¬ 
vocation. On one occasion more than 20 labourers were evicted 
and the manager supervised the destruction of their personal 
belongings.^® In another instance, the manager ordered all the 
personal effects of strikers destroyed.®® Stringent efforts were 
made to block entry to provision plots, to restrict grazing rights, 
to prevent fishing and to destroy crops and stock. To these sev¬ 
eral acts of provocation, the workers held their ground stoically, 
knowing that any form of retaliation would be seized upon by the 
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colonial administration to let loose the coercive arms of the colo¬ 
nial state ag^dnst them. 

Nevertheless. the proprietor of Blankenburg claimed he had been 
molested, threatened and assaulted, while a Justice of Peace who 
attempted to investigate the incident himself was nearfy attacked.^ 
Meml^rs of the Police Force and Justices of the Peace claimed 
obstruction in the lawful execution of their duty,^ while prospec¬ 
tive strike breakers reported incidents of threats and obstruc¬ 
tion.^ The most profound testimony of the peaceful nature of 
the strike, however, was the fact that no one was arrested and 
not a single shot flred.^^ 

On his first contact with the new ‘Rules', the Governor immedi¬ 
ately referred them to his Attorney and Solicitor General noting 
that in his opinion. Rules 1. 9. 12 and 13 sought to ‘divest the 
labourers of their ri^t to earn the value of their labour, subject 
them to a fine for not working on the estate, infringe the ordinary 
rights of property, and presumed that the labourers agreed to 
such unusual deprivation under penalty of the mere act of con¬ 
tinuing to reside in their accustomed habitations after the notice 
given ...^ After a perusal of their law books, the learned gentle¬ 
men concluded that the Rules In question did. in fact, ‘contem¬ 
plate the commission of acts inconsistent with the laws in force’. 
They also disclosed that the manner of communication with the 
labourers was not sufficient to render them binding on the la¬ 
bourers. It was further pointed out that the new ‘Rules', if per¬ 
mitted to go into operation, would seriously infringe the 7 Sep¬ 
tember 1838 Order-in-Council governing the relations between 
the contending classes.^^ 

In short, therefore, the ‘Rules’ were an infringement of the Con¬ 
stitution and their mode of Implementation Illegal. This infor¬ 
mation was communicated to the Governor on the third day of 
the strike yet he claimed repeatedly to the delegations an inabil¬ 
ity to Intervene on their behalf.^ Rather, he advised that the 
peace be kept and that the Stipendiary Magistrates redress any 
wrongs committed by the planters. It is signiheant that Gover¬ 
nor Light should adopt such a stand when the Constitution was 
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being violated and a major Illegality was being perpetrated. What 
was more, he not only sent police reinforcements to protect the 
planters' rights and properties'^ but he himself visited planta¬ 
tions and sought to have the workers return to work even before 
a resolution of the conflict.®* Fhrther, when he failed to get the 
workers to return to work, he wrote, recording his regret. What 
he said was particularly slgniflcant: 

... when the people become thoroughly convinced that 
they cannot remain in their cottages without work¬ 
ing for the estate and being assured that the law would 
force them to quit their cottages, if they persisted in 
refusing to come to reasonable terms with the pro¬ 
prietors. they will resume work.®* 

It is quite clear that in spite of the unconstitutional and illegal 
nature of the course of action adopted by the planters, the la¬ 
bourers were being put in the wrong. Light, while not deeming 
the strike action illegal, nevertheless was sanctioning the use of 
his coercive forces against the labourers. Strangely enough, his 
attitude conflicted with that of the Government Secretary who 
openly recommended that the 'Rules’ be withdrawn immediately, 
if the further 'excitement and discontent’ they generated were to 
be effectively curtailed.®^ Young warned that the persistence with 
'Rules' which contemplate "the Commission of acts so extremely 
harsh, illegal and impolitic ..." would inevitably "operate injuri¬ 
ously to the exports of the Colony".®® 

What is also very interesting is the fact that even before his refer¬ 
ral of the ‘Rules' to his law ofllcers. Light had found them "of too 
offensive a nature ... which even if lawful, the movers of them 
must have known would create disaffection".®® In spite of this, 
however. Young disclosed that the Governor “was disposed to 
spare the planters the further publicity to which in contrary event 
His Excellency would be compelled for the protection of the la¬ 
bourers to give to his own opinions and those of the Law Ofllcers 
of the Crown” pertaining to the Rules.®* 

This was a typical administrative cover-up. But even stranger 
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was the attitude of the planters towards the Governor. A Mr. 
Blair, accused him. in open court, of thwarting the constitutional 
endeavour of the planters to save themselves from ruin.^ They 
saw his seeking the advice of his legal officers, along with his 
former reluctance to support unrestricted Immigration, as a stand 
ag^dnst the planting interest.^^ What bothered them most, how- 
ever, was the fact that the labourers ‘did not hesitate to say that 
the Governor supported them in resisting the measmes of the 
proprietors*.^ It would seem also that the Governor did not make 
as freely with his coercive powers as the planters would have 
liked.^' A deeper Insight into Light's dilemma could be had from 
one of his letters. In refusing planter Sandbach’s request for 
executive intervention, the Governor observed that: 

To threaten to remonstrate, or. even advise labour' 
ers to acquiesce on Rules pronounced illegal by the 
law officers, and which if legal are of unusual strin¬ 
gency would be against. Instead of keeping them on 
the side of the Government.^^ 

The truth of the matter was that Light very early realized that the 
planters were in the wrong. How wrong he soon found out 
from his law officers. Having thus verified the extent, he sought 
to keep it from coming out into the open. He no doubt suspected 
the worst, if the labourers ever became privy to this information. 
He did not openly support the labourers and indeed sought at 
every opportunity to get an assurance of peaceful protest. Light 
went further when he tried to get the labourers to return to their 
Jobs and to undermine their right to strike action. As the Chief 
Administrator of a colony, faced with a difficult problem which 
could have escalated so easily, causing irreparable damage to the 
colony and to his reputation, he sought to save the economy which 
was synonymous with sugar. His conduct was much to the ad¬ 
vantage of the planters, being not openly supportive of the inter¬ 
est of the striking work force. In the circumstances, if criticisms 
were in order, as Indeed they were, they should have been forth¬ 
coming from the labourers and not the planters. 

The efforts of the planters were thus doomed to failure from the 
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beginning. Premium observed that the labourers were always 
aware of the planters* purpose and plans and never considered 
giving In to the new conditions. I^emitun, himself a planter, 
learnt of this from his foreman: 

Massa remember I told you before that if White peo¬ 
ple don't gib money African won’t work. Da so he 
stand (so it is) Nl^a will not work in dls here coun¬ 
try for little mon^. I don't care who know it me say 
so.’* 

The same point came out in a letter they wrote in which they 
pointed out that; 

During our slavery we were clothed, rationed, and 
supported In all manner of respects. Now we are 
free mens (free indeed), we are to work for nothing. 

Then we might actually say. we becomes slaves again. 

We will be glad to know from the proprietors of the 
estates, if they are to take from us our rights alto¬ 
gether.’* 

Here is one of the Ironies of the African-White relationship. The 
Whites have always considered themselves superior and more 
civilised, yet they Invariably failed to read the African man's mind. 
The mystery of the African man’s thinking was forever beyond 
the unraveling of the Whites. The Africans knew long in advance 
what the planters had been planning and had prepared effective 
counter measures. These responses found the planters' position 
indefensible. The labourers could afford to wait the planters 
out. But in January, "a season of the year favourable to every 
department of agriculture”, the planters could not play out a wait¬ 
ing game.’* Canes needed constant care and, once ripe, could 
not be kept waiting in the soil. If a delay occurred, myriad ancil¬ 
lary problems resulted and these were very often extremely ex¬ 
pensive and injurious to the future of the enterprise. Premium's 
description of the planters' dilemma is enlightening. The plant¬ 
ers had to give in. he argued, and: 
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.. .when one remembers the destructive effect of time 
on tropica] cultivation Intended by the hand of man. 
the dreadful anxiety with which a planter beholds 
his cane fields, week after week, assuming more and 
more, the appearance of so many patches of groimd 
in a state of nature (then) It will at once be under- 
stood,” 

It was an appreciation of this vulnerability which prompted plant¬ 
ers such as MclXirk, Austin, Bagot. Croal and Retemeyer to re¬ 
ject the 'Rules*.^^ Once their ranks had been broken, however, 
the planters* cause was further weakened.” Fbr not only did the 
labourers take heart from such a turn in events, they became 
more resolute in their intentions. The planters on the other hand 
were affected in an opposite manner. They lost heart and “dis¬ 
pirited and worn out... gave way". One after the other they ‘re¬ 
sumed their labourers at the old rate of wages’.*® 

What is of further significance was the solidarity lent to the strik¬ 
ing labourers by the immigrants, especially those from Sierra 
Leone. These workers promptly demanded repatriation in con¬ 
sequence of the proposed altered conditions of labour. FVom 
one estate alone, Pin. Lima, with which Peter Rose had very close 
connection. 21 immigrants sued for a return to their native land.** 
This type of support was heartening since in the event of any 
work ^ing done on the estates, all of it had to be done by inuni- 
grants. When, therefore, these chose to identify with the Black 
labourers, the planters' position was made even more hopeless. 

By March, the situation had resumed some semblance of nor- 
nialcy with the labourers once again in receipt of the old gratui¬ 
ties and allowances. Of the planters, it was prophesied that of 
the 220 plantations affected not more than perhaps 20 would 
show a profit.*^ While the strike had cost the planters dearly, 
the cause they pursued had eluded them. 

This 1842 strike was important not only because the labourers 
by resolute and concerted action had forced the planters to re¬ 
verse a plan aimed at inhibiting the growth of an Independent 
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labour force but also because it was a triumph of a free spirit 
which gave new meaning to the Emancipation Act. It represented 
as well the fulfillment of the African's dream of freedom from the 
dominance of the plantation system. The planters were also af¬ 
fected in an important way. They had always feared the weaken¬ 
ing of their hold over the subordinate group and this was con¬ 
firmed beyond their wildest imaginings. Not only was the newly 
freed population capable of combining in a determined manner 
to challenge the plantation system, but the contempt with which 
this was successfully achieved was a fHghtenlng experience. 


This experience coupled with the arrogance of an emerging peas¬ 
antry and the unreliability and Inadequacy of an indifferent la¬ 
bour force, questioned the notion of which group held the advan¬ 
tage on the plantation. If it had not moved in its entirety, the 
locus of power seemed to be shifting away from the plantocracy. 


To save themselves, the plantocracy had to devise ways and means 
of freeing themselves from their dependence on an African la¬ 
bour force in the shortest possible time. 


The Strike of 1648 

The abortive attempt of the plantocracy to impose a reduced wage 
rate, and the resolute opposition of the African labour force, dur¬ 
ing the early months of 1842. indicated quite clearly to the 
plantocracy that they could either come to terms with the de¬ 
mands of the labour force or recruit an alternative that was 
cheaper and more malleable. The planter community conceded 
that such a force was needed as much to offset the “inadequate 
and capricious" African supply as to lower the existing rate of 
wage.^^ They concluded that an alternative supply was neces¬ 
sary “to sustain the cultivation, to arrest the fearful depreciation 
in value of landed property, and to prevent the abandonment of 
the colony".^ Significantly, no mention was made of lowering 
the cost of laboiu when, especially after 1842. this must have 
been as Important a motive. 
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Immigration actually beg^n before full and final Emancipation, 
although even then, it was a response to the impending freeing of 
the slaves. William Hillhouse had suggested recourse to an im¬ 
ported labour supply and. as early as 14 February 1835. ten 
Germans arrived in the Colony consigned to a planter named 
Bumbury of Devonshire Castle. Between 1835 and 1838. about 
5,726 labourers were brought into the colony. 


It is helpful to note two important points about the first batch of 
immigrants. In the first instance, exposure to a new environ¬ 
ment and the rigorous, demanding and brutalising routine of the 
plantation severely decimated their ranks.^ Secondly, each ini¬ 
tiative was undertaken by a private individual. The failure of 
these efforts to make a real impact on the labour situation was 
also significant. It has to be admitted, however, that this was not 
because of the Inferior quality of persons recruited nor the re¬ 
stricted quantity Imported. Rather, it was because of the Inability 
or the reluctance of most of the immigrants to adjust to the rigor¬ 
ous labour regime. Of those immigrants who arrived in 1835. 
236 died. The Madeirans in particular proved vulnerable, and 
Governor Light admitted that “they died so fast that common 
humanity would not let us do iC.^ Their importation was dis¬ 
continued for a while. 


The prohibitive nature of the hnancial aspect of immigration 
prompted joint ventures.The Court of Policy passed a Bill seek¬ 
ing permission to raise £400.000 by issuing bonds in the name, 
and on the security, of the Governor and the Court of Policy.®® 
This measure encountered severe opposition both in the Court 
of Policy and from the Colonial Office.®® The latter agency thought 
it both “unwise and unjust" to use public revenue to enable the 
planters to shore up their own economic interests.®® But there 
was also the deeper fear of which Lord John Russell made men¬ 
tion. The Colonial Office was “not prepared to encounter re¬ 
sponsibility of a measure which may lead to a loss of life on the 
one hand or, on the other, to a new system of slavery".®^ 

Permission to organise, and subsequently finance, the scheme of 
immigration, was not the only problem which the planters had 
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to resolve with the Colonial Office. The question of contracts 
proved Just as thorny an Issue. It was one thing to procure la- 
bourers but. given the rigours of the plantation system, it was 
another to make them work, or even stay on the sugar estates. 

The planters and the West Indian lobby In London, demanded 
that arrangements be made for the ‘^efficient control of newly in¬ 
troduced immigrants." Lord Glenelg was fearful lest a new sys¬ 
tem of slavery evolve and this fear, and a corresponding determi¬ 
nation to safeguard the welfare of immigrant labourers, seemed 
to inform Colonial Office policy over the next few years." 

The disallowance of their efforts led to a struggle between the 
planters and the Colonial Office and. in the end. throu^ a gradual 
process of small concessions, the planters secured the sort of 
scheme they desired. This turn about was in some measure 
Influenced by the Pakington Committee which proposed “the 
immigration of a fresh labouring population to such an extent as 
to create competition for employment"." 

Between 1842 and 1848. the mechanics for the funding of a less 
restrictive scheme were worked out and some 24. 848 immi¬ 
grants were introduced between 1846 and 1848 alone. It is im¬ 
portant to note that, by this time, public funds amounting to 
£232.100 had been spent on immigration for the years 1846 to 
1848 alone, and all of this had been raised by taxation. The rate 
of taxation, and the manner in which the revenue was being spent 
produced fertile ground for growing discord between the African 
and planter communities. 

Just as the planters seemed on the verge of a solution to their 
most crucial problem, they experienced a serious setback when 
in 1846, the Sugar Duties Act was reintroduced and passed. 
This Act signalled the imminent termination of the preferential 
treatment on the British market to which the planting commu¬ 
nity had become dependent. Earl Grey, a staunch advocate of 
free trade, reasoned that it was time to free British industry and 
commerce from impediments which had been constructed mis¬ 
takenly for their benefit." Preferential treatment had been con- 
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ceded to West Indian planters to aid their industry but. to Judge 
by the planters' own persistent cry of ‘ruin’, it had failed. Not 
only had prosperity not been assured but protection seemed to 
have contributed to the distressed state of the Industry. High 
wages, it was claimed, were encouraged and maintained simply 
because the planters were assured of a protected market. Grey 
concluded, “I cannot admit the justice of a system which imposed 
a heavy tax i^>on the English labourers”.^ Protection had to go. 

As far as the planters were concerned. Britain was abandoning 
them and it was obvious that she was doing so in preference to 
slave societies. The planters had always felt that one of the prin¬ 
cipal causes of their distressed state was Emancipation. They 
therefore felt betrayed when Grey announced that the Sugar 
Duties Act was about to bring an end “to the distinction estab¬ 
lished by a previous Act, between foreign sugar, the product of 
coimtrles In which slavery does or does not prevail”.^ At the 
end of 1846, therefore, the planters were faced with grave prob¬ 
lems. The cost of labour was high, in spite of the gains of immi¬ 
gration. Successive years of drought. 1842-45, had substantially 
reduced the annual yield. Production was declining, while the 
cost of the product remained high and uncompetitive. Then there 
was this final invasion of their once secure market, by slave- 
produced competition, critically increasing their vulnerability and 
threatening the viability of the local product. 

But there was more to come. There was a serious financial crisis 
in 1847 from which the interests of su^ suffered heavily. The 
bankruptcy of more than a dozen West Indian houses of long 
standing had concentric effects throughout British Guiana. Sub¬ 
sequently. even the banks which maintained some semblance of 
solvency refused to make loans available to the estates. When 
Hamilton House of Dublin fell, no fewer than 12 estates folded 
with it. The West Indian body in Britain issued strict instruc¬ 
tions prohibiting the usual drawing rights of planters.^^ 

Confidence in local institutions was undermined and when pub¬ 
lic officials began making heavy and conspicuous demands lo¬ 
cally, a run on the banks had begun.^ Small business concerns 


Themes In ^ticcui-Guyanese History 


179 


The Strikes of 1642 and 1648 


on Water Street followed, and before lon^ the African labour force 
began refusing bank notes as payment. Those who had paper 
money, whether at home or in the banks, hastened to the City to 
convert to specie. Shrewd Portuguese businessmen encouraged 
the panic among the African population and were able to buy up 
bank notes at as much as 20 per cent below par. Cries of ruin 
were heard everywhere as **universal panic prevailed and the most 
sanguine despaired of continuing to grow sugar so as to pay.*^ 
The gloom was shared by Governor Light who. in his An^ des> 
patch for 1847. declared that. ‘As affairs now stand, one half of 
the sugar estates will not be able to carry on the cultivation..."*^ 

Beset as they were by problems on all fronts, the planters con¬ 
vened a meeting on Friday 29 September 1847. There, it was 
resolved to construct and forward to the British Government a 
memorial of the planters’ predicament. A committee made up of 
the more notable planters was delegated to draft the memorial.*^* 

It was also decided to hold another meeting on 15 October 1847. 
This second assembly was chaired by Peter Rose, and a series of 
measures aimed at alleviating the local situation were proposed. 
Among these was a request for a loan to finance immigration 
from Africa, another loan for the drainage of the cultivable por¬ 
tion of the coastlands. the admission of local sugar, molasses, 
inslpldated cane Juice, and spirits to the British market under 
favourable terms of trade, and the manufacture of refined sugar 
in the colony. 

It was noted that the 1842 House of Commons-appointed com¬ 
mittee had reported that "the distress now prevailing in the colo¬ 
nies is very great and required immediate attention".***^ Since 
then, the distress had been aggravated but the call for remedial 
action continued to be ignored. Instead. Britain had. by her in¬ 
sistence on free trade, contributed to a deepening of the crisis. 
The 1842 Pakington Committee had also noted the part played 
by the African labour force in the early stages of the distress. Yet 
Britain had continued to be difficult where really liberal labour 
contracts were concerned.'®* Lord Bentlnck. leader of the Anti- 
Free Trade Party had concluded that the implementation of the 
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Sugar Duties Act *^^thout any accompanying remedy for the dlf- 
ficully of production by free labour has precipitated ruin by ag> 
gravatlng previous pressures”. 

Not long afterwards, the Governor was requested by the propri' 
etary body represented in the Court of Policy to have the Govern^ 
ment Secretary instruct the Stipendiary Magistracy to explain to 
the African labour force the dire straits of the planters and to 
urge them ”to accept a lower rate of wages”, or to perform an 
Increased task for the same wage rate.'^ If they did not. it was 
intimated, cultivation would cease and the labourers thrown out 
of employment. Whatever might have been the intentions for 
bringing relief to their distressed state, the planters knew they 
were attempting an explosive expedient. They had ample experi¬ 
ence of this in the recent past. They had been Informed of the 
disastrous attempt of their Jamaican counterparts, who. e}q)eri- 
enclng the same disabilities as the Guianese planting commu¬ 
nity. had unsuccessfully attempted an almost similar course of 
action.'®^ In British Guiana, where relationships were 
acrlmonous. not surprisingly, the labourers immediately struck 
work. 

In preparing the labourers for a 25 per cent reduction in the rate 
of wages, the Stipendiary Magistrates alerted them to the de¬ 
signs of the plamters. In 1842. when the planters had attempted 
to reduce wage rates. Africans had withdrawn their labour. The 
same thing occurred in 1846 when the workers in Leguan went 
on strike after a renewed assault had been attempted on their 
wages.In 1848, the response to a pay reduction was a colony- 
wide strike. Cane fields were set on fire; estate properties de¬ 
stroyed. acrimonious and confrontational relations were gener¬ 
ated between the Africans and immigrant populations, and the 
ongoing soured relations between planters and laboiuers were 
further aggravated. 

The problem of a reduced wage rate has always been a sore point 
between employer and employee, and this was so even where 
there were enli^tened relations between the two groups. In the 
1830s. the relationship between the planter and the labourer 
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was antagonistic. What was more, the policy pursued by the 
planters since 1842 had done nothing to dissipate the antago> 
nlsm. lA^thin recent years, the budgetary provisions for immi' 
gratlon had expanded rapidly and created disaffection. Inde¬ 
pendently. taxation or immigration was by itself an explosive is¬ 
sue. Ihken together, confrontation was inevitable. Throughout 
the 1840s. taxation, which had become oppressive, was the sub¬ 
ject of bitter attacks.In 1846. the Tax Ordinance became the 
subject of a petition which a Committee was appointed to inves¬ 
tigate.**^ The petition noted among other things: 

.. .the comparative inequality of the share of taxation 
to be borne by the separate classes and the injuri¬ 
ous effects of both on the standard of living of the 
labouring population. 

If there was widespread disaffection with taxation, there was even 
greater discontent over the disbursement of the revenue collected. 
It was alleged that in the midst of their distress, the “Combined 
Court recklessly saddled the taxpayers with an enormously in¬ 
creased amount of taxation, voting away among other extrava¬ 
gances no less than $10,000 of taxes for the erection of an ice 
house in Georgetown."*** Such indiscretions did not escape the 
notice of the labourers. It was not dlfhcult for Governor Light to 
confirm charges that the “temper of labourers Is soured".*'^ He 
admitted that it was “not at all uncommon for remarks not of the 
civilist kind being made by groups of Creoles on meeting car¬ 
riages and horses of officials to the effect that they the people 
were taxed to pay (for) such luxuries".**^ This admission ac¬ 
cepted that discontent was rife, widespread and openly vented. 

Even so. the 1847-48 withdrawal of labour stemmed from an 
even greater sense of outrage and injustice. The labourers could 
not escape the knowledge that immigration was financed by the 
taxes they were forced to pay. The Committee appointed in 1846 
tried to ignore the widespread: 

...discontent in the minds of the labouring popula¬ 
tion ... that the Combined Court and the constituted 
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authorities of the colony showed a total disregard 
for their Interest and welfare and that they combined 
for the purpose of opposing them by levying on them 
excessive taxatlon.^*^ 

Africans were also aware that one of the fundamental alms of 
immigration was the reduction of wage rates."* This objective 
was openly announced repeatedly by the planters and so suspi¬ 
cion on the part of the African community had grown into convic¬ 
tion. When in September 1846 disturbances broke out at L^uan. 
Governor Light was forced to admit that the labourers were con¬ 
vinced that ‘The Influx of Immigrants is to reduce their wages to 
a greater extent than can ever occur and I believe gave rise to the 
beginning of the unrest"."* It was only logical therefore, that 
when, during a period of heightened immigration activity the Af¬ 
ricans were approached about a considerable reduction of virages. 
they should resist.*" 

On the first day of 1848. Are destroyed a 500 foot long megas 
logle at Pin. Palmyra. By the end of the month, there were six 
such fires and incendiarism became a much feared feature of the 
dispute."® Several properties were destroyed and quite a few 
lives endangered, thou^ only one was lost.**® Fire was a par¬ 
ticularly potent weapon against the planters and the source of 
these fires was never convincingly established. The planters, in 
a petition of 17 January 1848. noted that "several Ares have taken 
place of megas logies whereby these costly and indispensable 
buildings have, with their large stock of fuel for manufacturing 
the product of estates, been entirely consumed".*®® 

The attitude of the labourers to these incidents of Are was an¬ 
other source of concern to the planting community. They re¬ 
ported that "a bad feature of the case was the indifference of the 
people of the estate. They were seen standing with folded arms, 
lauding and refusing to move an inch to arrest the progress of 
destruction."*®* So bitter did the situation become that the Gov¬ 
ernor was induced to issue a proclamation on IXiesday. 18 Janu¬ 
ary 1848 and another, three days later, on FViday, 21 January. 
Several inviting rewards were oAered for information leading to 
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the arrest, or for the apprehension, of anyone connected with 
acts of Incendiarism but invoked no serious response from the 
labourers.*^ The proclamations were in themselves very inter- 
esting. In the first Instance. Governor Light warned all persons, 
but Afi'lcans in particular: 

...against the tendency of such combination or agree¬ 
ment and to point out to them the immediate results 
of each atrocious conduct both as affecting their own 
character, their interest and possibly their lives. 

In speaking of a “combination or agreemenr. Governor Light al¬ 
luded to the deep-seated fear of the plantocracy of a united, 
angry African group in open confrontation with them. In the 
days of slavery, the fear of such a combination was a constant 
ni^tmare; the 1842 strike, peaceful though it was. more than 
justified that fear. The Governor was convinced that such a com¬ 
bination. with a particularly odious design, was in operation. He 
declared: 

...the fires (were) not accidental but the result of wil¬ 
ful and deliberate design, and connected with some 
plan or combination for the general destruction of 
plantation property throughout the colony. 

Revolutionary though this was. It was on this occasion far from 
the truth. For it was not the entire African population that had 
gone on strike and the intention might reasonably have been to 
further reduce the influence of the plantation to negatively im¬ 
pact on the lives of the labourers, but it certainly was not to de¬ 
stroy the system. 

For quite some time previous to the conflict, some planters had 
not been paying wages to their labourers. This was not an act 
of malice: some planters simply could not meet their wa^ bill. 
On these plantations, and the indications are that there were 
quite a few of them, the labourers continued to give service in the 
hope that with the in-coming crop, they would be paid. This was 
not an Indication of mutual trust or cordial relationships.'^^ The 
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planters mi gh t have been embarrassed by summary proceed- 
!n^. but two things need first to be understood. The first was 
that since the planters were in arrears to the labourers, they could 
not think of lowering the wage rate. Secondly, they were hardly 
in a position to regulate the level of production and productivity 
of their labourers who were consequently more or less In com¬ 
mand of the estate operations. FUrther. there could be no hope 
of saving these plantations by not going on strike. Estates which 
were so badly off that they could not pay wages were already 
bankrupt. 

All the labourers hoped for. therefore, was to ensure payment 
for services already rendered and at the same time to oversee the 
eventual closure of the estate. It was not surprising therefore 
that Governor Barkly could have observed that “even where the 
labourers had not struck they still seemed bent on witnessing 
the bankruptcy of the estates**. It was also pointed out that 
sequestered estates continued to |>ay the normal wage rates, a 
factor which generated considerable bitterness among the plant¬ 
ers.*^ Finally, there were some planters who Ignored the agree¬ 
ment of a lowered wage rate and persisted with the old. These 
estates secured labour and continued to produce sugar. 

In general, however, all operations were affected, but some were 
harder hit than others. These planters concluded that “the Ne¬ 
groes (believed) that as soon as the ruin of the planters here is 
completed they will get possession of the estates upon their own 
terms'.'^ While Henry Barkly. who was to become the next Gov¬ 
ernor of the colony, observed that: 

...they (the Creoles) are beginning to take It for 
granted that the country is to be their own. In which 
notion they have been confirmed by emissaries from 
Demerara. urging them to hold out. and consequently 
in the West Coast they now give out that they will not 
work at all even If a Guilder Is offered them: that 
they will go to their own grounds.*®* 

Interestingly enough, these men had gained an insight into the 
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true dimensions of the struggle which was taking place. The 
plantation, the old symbol of oppression, was imder the threat 
of destruction and the plantocracy. the oppressors, were to be 
driven out of the colony. 

The strikers soon came to the conclusion that they could not 
count on the support of the Immigrants. They had refused to 
withdraw their labour and were working for a reduced wage rate. 
This was unlike 1842 when even the Immigrants from Sierra 
Leone had withdrawn their labour. 

On this occasion, the Immigrants sided with the plantocracy. What 
was more, since 1842 the immigrant working force had swelled 
by the infusion of some 32.000 more agricultural labourers who 
had a significant effect on the state of the economy during the 
course of the strike. Governor Light conceded that. *Vhatever is 
done and very little Is doing • Is performed by the Portuguese and 
Coolies”.*^ Inevitably, therefore, conflict between the two groups 
was generated. A small number of Africans was imprisoned for 
threats to. and ill-treatment of. immigrants who accepted lower 
wages, but the imported labourers continued to give their serv¬ 
ices and the intimidation persisted.^” 

The Inspector General was instructed to exercise '‘every diligence 
in arresting the process of intimidation’’. He was directed to use 
force and despatch “to support the peaceable and well inclined, 
against their more turbulent comrades".Such directions 
stemmed from a realisation that it was the immigrants who stood 
between the planters and ignominious defeat. As one newspaper 
conceded, “were it not for the immigrants nothing else would at 
the moment remain for the planter but the alternative of either 
entirely abandoning his property or submitting to the merciless 
exactions of the emancipated peasantry".But even so it was 
noted that the reduction of the work force resulted in “neglect to 
the cane cultivation in every district".'^ This point is signifreant 
since, while harvesting continued to be attended by immigrant 
workers, neglect in important aspects of cane culture was still 
evident. Neglect of this nature always had expensive conse¬ 
quences. 
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The planters were no doubt happy that their makeshift arrange¬ 
ments in the plantation buUdli^s were kept supplied with cane, 
and hence the sugar mills were kept going. This ability to pro¬ 
duce sugar in spite of the withdra\^ of African labour had an 
encouraging effect upon the planters, and helped them to hold 
out against the labourers on strike. 


Unlike the 1842 strike when his mills had ground to a halt, in 
1848, there was always the healthy sign of his chimney billowing 
smoke, indicating that his cane had been harvested and was be¬ 
ing converted to sugar. In March, the newspapers still bemoaned 
the fact that: 


...the settled determination of the creole peasantry 
of the colony to withhold their labour from the culti¬ 
vation and manufacturing process of sugar estates, 
continues to be the theme of complaint in almost all 
the accounts which reach us from the rural dis¬ 
tricts.'®^ 

The fact was that African labour was withheld and African la¬ 
bour was still crucial to the manufacturing process. But the fac¬ 
tories had not been brou^t to a standstill and. in the circum¬ 
stances, that was the most important consideration. A strike 
that did not cripple the Industry could not be considered as ef¬ 
fective. An ineffective strike action did not supply the essential 
bargaining power needed by the African labourers to enable them 
to force the planters to withdraw their oppressive demands. 

Unlike the 1842 strike, it was the planters rather than the strik¬ 
ers who were in command of the situation. Very early in the year, 
the planters, in a petition, pictured the situation as “highly alarm¬ 
ing”. portending at no distant period to “a dissolution of the 
bonds by which society is held together".'®® 

It was characteristic of the planters to exaggerate the problems 
in order to receive speedy amelioration. Even so. it is none-the- 
less necessary to interpret such a statement in the light of the 
attitude of the striking African labour force to the planter class. 
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This makes it clear that the fabric of plantation society was never 
closely knit in British Guiana, consisting as it did of an e3q>loit- 
ing planter class, a disaffected African group, and disparate im¬ 
migrant groups. The segmented nature of such a society was 
beyond question.^" When conflict of a profound nature esca¬ 
lated into open confrontation of all the groups in such a society, 
its fragmentation was always a distinct possibility. 

The disunity of the working-class was the most crucial factor in 
the flnal resolution of the 1846 conflict. The contest between the 
planters and the African labourers was as old as their relation¬ 
ship. but with the Introduction of an alternative work force in 
substantial numbers, another dimension had been added to the 
struggle. Immigrants had been recruited to undermine the Afri¬ 
can command of the labour market. By 1848. the inflow of im¬ 
migrants was to a large extent sufficiently numerous to under¬ 
mine African control of the labour force as the statistics below 
Indicate. 

Tobte 4: Immigration to British Quiana, 1642 • 1848 



The actual number of immigrants on the estates, as distinct from 
the number imported, was seriously affected by vagrancy, escapes 
and deaths, all of which were relatively high- In spite of these, 
however, there was still a high percentage of the immigrant popu¬ 
lation resident on the sugar estates. Of even greater signiflcance 
was the fact that this resident group, in 1848, still perceived its 
interest as being bound up with that of the plantocracy. 

The Portuguese had already exhibited their commercial inclina¬ 
tion but their role in the 1847 flnancial crisis aggravated rela¬ 
tionships with the African community. They may not have started 
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the run on the banks, but they sold to the Afilcan labourers the 
idea that the bank notes were of little value, and were thereby 
able to purchase the hawked bank notes at a considerably re¬ 
duced value. Further, they pressed the labourer into an ac¬ 
ceptance of the lowered wage rate and when things were bad. 
refused credit to them in an effort to get them to go back to work. 
Feeling? between the two groups quite naturally ran high and the 
clash between them on the West Bank of Berbice in 1848. seri¬ 
ous as it was. was but a dress rehearsal for the more bitter en¬ 
counter ei^t years later. 

At the end of April. Governor Light announced that “after three 
months of opposition to a reduction of wages, the Creole popula¬ 
tion are be^nning I believe to see the necessity of yielding to the 
pressure of the times and are pretty generally working on Es¬ 
tates at reduced wages”.He inferred that the strike had come 
to an end and that the issue had been resolved in favour of the 
planters. While this was denied by Mr. White, on behalf of the 
planter class. there could be no doubt but that African la¬ 
bourers were returning to the fields. In their Jime reports, most 
stipendiary magistrates attested to this fact.'^^ The indications 
were that African labourers accepted a lowered wage rate, but by 
the end of the year, the rate had returned to what it had been 
before the strike The cause for this was not difficult to deter¬ 
mine. The resolution of the strike increased African disaffection 
with the plantation system. The result was a serious escadation 
of the exodus. But the significance of this increased move¬ 
ment is heightened, many times over, when it is realised that in 
1848 only 5.542 immigrants were Imported into the colony. This 
sudden reduction in the labour force, at a time when the estates 
were still suffering from the debilitating effects of the strike, would 
almost certainly have pushed the wage rate upwards once again. 

When an attempt is made to determine the factors which made 
the African labourers abandon their strike action and return to 
the estates at the reduced rate they had earlier rejected, a number 
of Interesting possibilities emerge. For instance, even before the 
contest, some plantations were in arrears of payment of wages 
for several months.'^ This indicated a genuine inability to meet 
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the wage bill rather than an attempt to lower the rates normally 
earned by the African labourer. 


Further, there were instances in which oflers were made to the 
labourers on certain estates to take off the '‘standing crop at half 
the produce."*‘* and in Leguan. planters were forced to hold out 
an offer of the metayage system to the labourers.Both these 
offers were made in lieu of payments which planters were unable 
to meet. Such overtures were initially rejected but. in the face 
of the general depression which became manifest throu^out the 
commercial sector and the consequential credit squeeze. the 
labourers became convinced that the planters' plight was not a 
ruse to attack their standard of living or their freedom. They 
therefore accepted the terms offered. In Berbice. for Instance, 
the labourers acknowledged the planters' plight but refused to 
permit a reduction because the sequestered estates continued to 
pay normal wages.What is extremely important to realise, 
however, is that while Africans recognised the planters’ plight, 
they did not concede the planters' right to attack their living stand* 
ards and the freedom for which they had fought and won. 

But this was what the planters had done and what the labourers 
had protested against. In the circumstances, the planters' plight 
could not have been a slgniffcant determinant in calling off the 
strike. What was more, the labourers' desire to destroy the 
plantation system would not have been significantly affected by a 
conviction of the planters' distress. This might well have inspired 
a greater determination to carry the struggle to the bitter end. 
The strike came to an end because first, it was not as effective as 
it needed to be. Secondly, the strike ended because a section of 
its leadership withdrew support for Its continuation. 

When the strike was first called a newspaper was established*^ 
and leadership, from without the class and ethnic grouping, or* 
ganised, articulated and guided the protest action. One slg* 
nificant agency from which the Africans drew much inspiration 
was the Church. On previous occasions, the Church had cham* 
ploned the Black man's cause.This was not the case in 1848 
and Light boasted of this.*^^ In 1846. the Church supported the 
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planters' protest against the Sugar Duties Act, F^om this point 
onwards, it was committed to supporting the planters' cry of dis¬ 
tress. The Church's dilemma was how to hold to this stand and 
support strike action for a continuation of the recognised wage 
rate.*** An important distinction had to be made and the holy 
men failed to do so. The planters* distress could not be resolved 
by a 25 per cent reduction in the wage rates. **^ But even If this 
were In fact possible, the planters could not usurp the right to 
alleviate their distress by creating a class of distressed African 
labourers. **® 

This type of redress could not be divorced, and was in no way 
different from the ongoing policy of planter oppression of the 
African population, a factor which increased the uneasiness of 
the clergy. Barkly spoke of “emissaries from Demerara“ encour¬ 
aging the Africans to continue the strike. These “emissarles“ did 
not Include, within their ranks, the highly respected and Influen¬ 
tial members of the clergy. The role of the clergy was of a differ¬ 
ent nature. It adopted a position supporting the planters and 
used its influence to get the labourers to accept a reduced wage 
rate while returning to their Jobs.*** This betrayal of workli^ 
class interest was crucial and, apart from the role of the immi¬ 
grants. it was the most slgnlflcant contributor in the defeat of the 
Africans in the 1848 contest. *“ 

The year 1848 marked an important turning point in the affairs 
of the African labouring population in British Guiana. It was the 
year in which their past triumphs in the strug^e to keep the 
dominance of the plantation in check suffered a most serious 
setback. The prc^amme of immigration, which was yet to reach 
its peak, had begun to achieve its aims of lowering wages and 
breaching the African monopoly of the labour market. This was 
the most important lesson of the 1848 defeat. The immigrants 
had been used to frustrate the strike effort. In the future, immi¬ 
grants would be used to make the planter completely free of his 
dependence on the African labour force. 

The planters' position had not improved signlflcantly, but the 
resolution of the 1848 contest was an important victory never- 
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theless. The succeeding years would see them gradually re-es¬ 
tablish and consolidate their ascendancy over the African labour 
force. The balance ofpower had shifted once again. The options 
still available to the African labourer were very limited indeed. 
They could either migrate into the villages, as many had been 
doing over the past decade, or remain on the plantations on terms 
dictated by the plantocracy. 


It was true that those adio remained, soon after, received their 
former wage rates, but essentially, and this was all important, 
the African labourer was now onfy marginally important to the 
estate and would be made increasing so as the years went by. 


Notes 

1. The planten in Bcrbice were not involved. 

2. See Appendix “A**. 

3. There had been several instances of isolated protest action before but this 
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APPENDIX ‘A’ 

Mules And Regulations For The Employment Of Labourers On Plantation... West Coast, 
Demerary, From And After 1st Jan., 1842. 

1. Every field labourer is expected to turn out at 7 o'clock; and any labourer 
not present at the woric by 8 o' clock, without good cause to the satisfac¬ 
tion of the Manager, shall be deemed absent without leave, and should 
any labour be performed by such party, it will not be paid for, and every 
labourer employed in the manufacture of sugar will be at work at S o’ 
clock; and any person who shall not be at the buildings by 6 o’clock, shall 
forfeit half a day’s wages. 

2. No labourer shall be paid for less than an agreed daily task, except in 
cases of sickness or other valid cause to the satisfaction of the Manager. 

3. Nothing in the shape of allowances or gratuities will hereafter be given. 

4. No labourer, not employed by the Estate, shall be allowed cm’ pmnitted to 
occupy apartments thereon, without a special agreement with the Man¬ 
ager. 

5. Any Labourer refusing, or not performing the work as ordered, will not 
be paid for the perfcmnance of any other description of work, and shall be 
considered as absent without leave. 

6. For the due and faithful performance of each and every Field Task here¬ 
under mentioned, the sum of 4 bitts or 32 cents will be paid in cash, on 
demand, except when canes have been burned, when the sum of 3 bitts, or 
24 cents, will be paid per task for cutting canes, or relieving such land. 

7. Any labourer performing more than one Task will be paid at the same rate 
as the amount fixed by Regulaticm No. 6, for any number of Tasks. 

8. A Roster or List of the labourers will be kept in the Boiling House, by 
which all parties may ascertain their turn for Building duty. 

9. Any labourer absenting himself or herself from woik without leave or 
sufficient cause, will be required to pay 2 bitts or 16 cents for every such 
absent day. 
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10. The labourers are required to furnish themselves v^ith all tools. 

11. No Plantains or other produce will be sold to the labourers or others on 
this Estate, below the market price. 

12. No person whomsoever shall be permitted, without special leave in writ¬ 
ing from the Manager, to hunt, shoot, fish, cut grass, or to pick fhiit on 
this estate. 

13. Labourers employed on this Estate will not have any provision grounds 
allowed to them; if they choose to plant provisions, it must be only on 
sufferance, and at their own risk; and if they leave the Estate, or the Man¬ 
ager discharges them, any provisions they may have growing become the 
property of the Estate. 

14. Every labourer who does not intend to submit to these Rules, is required 
to leave the Estate, on or before the 1 st Jan. 1842, and every labourer who 
continues to live upon the Estate after that date, is understood thereby to 
signify that he agrees to the Rules. 
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8 : The African-Guyanese Demographic 
Transition: An Anal3r8i8 of Growth Trends, 

1838-1988 


by 

Carl A, Braithwaite 


Elections, public opinion polls, referenda and other exercises in 
political arithmetic invariably focus attention on demographic 
data to invigorate and otherwise elucidate the results. Such in- 
formation concerning racial and ethnic composition, age and sex* 
ratios, their geographic distribution, fertility and mortality pat¬ 
terns. economic peiformance, social mobility and migration pat¬ 
terns are important statistics for pollsters, political emalysts and 
party campaign managers. These data facilitate prediction of 
balloting clusters and correlations or variance between principal 
components of the population. 

On the eve of full Emancipation, the sizeable African component 
about to be liberated was obvious cause for concern, not only 
among the political, economic and administrative Interests, but 
also among the Amerindians of the Colony who had featured in 
the pre-Emancipation policing of Africans. 

In the post-Emancipatlon era. political auditing along racial lines 
inevitably focused on the Africans, Mixed or Coloured and the 
East Indian components. Since 1911. the racial balance of the 
Guyana population has shifted towards a preponderance of In¬ 
dians over Africans, culminating in a 20 per cent difference in 
the proportion of the total accruing to the two principal ethnic 
sub-groups. 

Whether or not these actual statistics are known to the masses of 
African- and Indlan-Guyanese enjoying universal adult suffrage 
since 1953 is academic. What Is remarkable, and consequently 
the subject of myriad interpretations and polemics, is that, de- 
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A street scene shottHng social stratification and demographic diversity in a town 
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The ^rican-Guyanese Demographic TYansitton 

spite the relative decline in the proportion of Africans vls>a>vls 
Indians, the former have mana^d to realise social aspirations of 
self-determination, enfranchisement and political ascendancy. 


This essay attempts neither analysis of the Guyanese political 
arithmetic nor critique of socio-political postures taken by vari¬ 
ous writers on the demographic factor in Guyanese politics. How¬ 
ever. it attempts a rationalisation of some of the remarkable 
phases in the social demography of the African population over 
the period 1838-1988. Statistics are used in this essay to illus¬ 
trate trends in the African demographic transition, some of which 
have been accounted for by socio-economic and political factors, 
whereas others remain unexplained or as errors in accotmting. 


The essay first identifies the principal problems of accuracy in 
enumerating the African population, particularly during the nine¬ 
teenth century. Also, a brief description is offered of the enu¬ 
meration difficulties regarding the mixed sub-group, to a large 
extent biologically connected to the African sub-group and. for 
part of the period under consideration, indistinguishable from 
it. The main body of the essay comprises a five-phase analysis of 
the factors affecting the growth of the African population. The 
hve phases identified are: The African Village Movement; Immi¬ 
gration and Indentureshlp; Changing Sex-Ratios, Declining Mor¬ 
tality and Flagging Fertility; Malaria Eradication. Urbanisation 
and PhaseOne-Emigration; and. PhaselWo-Emlgration and In¬ 
creasing Fertility. 


Some degree of overlap between phases is soon apparent; for 
example. African immigration and indentureshlp began during 
phase one in the 1840s (Laurence. 1958). and the process of 
rural-urban migration began to develop momentum after the col¬ 
lapse of the early village movement in the 1850s. Another ex¬ 
planatory note concerns inclusion of the first-phase - The Afri¬ 
can Village Movement. Whereas there is no evidence to Indicate 
that this phase was in effect one of noticeable growth in numbers 
of the African population. Its significance lies in the spatial di¬ 
mension; between the years 1842 and 1858, some 74 per cent of 
the former slaves moved off the plantations and established vil- 
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lage communities and other forms of social organisation hith¬ 
erto sanctioned. These spatial and cultural expressions of self- 
determination would have been a measure of social cohesion to 
these people which had all the psychological prerequisites for 
population growth. However, hi^ infant mortality has been re¬ 
corded in African villages during this period (Farley, 1964). 
Adamson (1970) refers to the ‘demographic stagnancy’ of the 
African villages of the nineteenth century. 

Slave registration was officially enforced after 1807, but clan¬ 
destine trading in slaves and deliberate attempts to hide slave 
mortality rates led to gross miscounting. Also, infant mortality 
and fertility statistics were not required for the audit of the ‘stock 
of slaves’, hence deaths of Infants below 3 years were not re¬ 
ported and ‘births’ comprised all those 3 years and under at 
each enumeration. Sporadic £uid haphazard attempts at enu¬ 
merating the African population in the pre-Emanclpation years 
revealed accounts of 34.700 (1782), 101,712 (1817), 88.824 
(1832) and 85,000 (1834). For the entire colony of British Guiana 
in 1838. the figure was 96,734. 

There were several reasons why assessment of the African sub¬ 
group prior to the 1871 census of British Guiana had a high 
probability of inaccuracy. Among the reasons cited by Braithwaite 
(1979) was the fact that official registering of vital statistics (con¬ 
cerning Africans) only commenced in 1869 with the passing of 
the Registration of Births cuid Deaths Ordinance in 1868. Other 
reasons include inconsistency in classification of race at the vari¬ 
ous censuses, inconsistency of census and vital statistical records, 
and inept recording of migration in the mid-nineteenth century. 
According to Roberts (1957), ‘except for indentured immigra¬ 
tion, the British Government never took steps, as in the case of 
vital registration, to have a satisfactory system of recording mi¬ 
gration adopted in the colonies’. This omission resulted in the 
‘unexplained loss' (Mandle, 1974) of numbers of Africans and 
others in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Also, the Mixed 
category, comprising children born to parents of different racial 
groups, posed problems because of what Roberts (1948) referred 
to as ‘progressive miscegenation’ in the Colony. 
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Beginning with the free Coloured sub-group comprising the off¬ 
spring of concubinage Involving African women and White men. 
the racial mix has become more complex with immigration of 
other Whites, e.g. Portuguese, as well as Chinese, Hindus. Madrasi 
and West Indian Creoles. The dire shortage of Indian females In 
the early stages of Indentureship inevitably resulted in some mis¬ 
cegenation between these Juxtaposed masses. Also, with increas¬ 
ing rural-urban movement of Africans, predominantly females, 
miscegenation with some Portuguese and Chinese took place. In 
the Interior areeis. African runaways, loggers and pork-luiockers 
soon intermingled with Amerindians. The result is that today 
the Mixed group comprises several combinations and various 
permutations involving Africans, although the strain is not al¬ 
ways discernible or acknowledged. 

It is commonplace to find children with mixed parentage identi¬ 
fying themselves with the race of one peu'tlcular parent. Some¬ 
times the offspring of a mixed and racially (pure) parent may 
appear to resemble one of the grandparents, with no visible trace 
of the other race. These biological complexities have continued 
to bedevil enumerators since, in some cases, it is difficult to as¬ 
certain the true race of a respondent. Hence, since the inclusion 
of this category in the population censuses in Guyana, noticeable 
changes have taken place within the Afrlcem sub-category. This 
has elicited the comment that the Mixed group grew at the ex¬ 
pense of the African (Mandle, op. cl(). Table 5 shows the re¬ 
corded figures for the African population between 1831 and 1891. 

The African Village Movement phase in the two decades immedi¬ 
ately following Emancipation was a demographic process within 
the struggle for African self-determination and economic inde¬ 
pendence. The post-Emanclpation movement into proprietary 
and communal villages had its roots in the system of slavery, 
wherein the sustained antagonism towards the plantocracy and 
the social conditions on the British Guiana sugar plantations 
had induced sporadic revolts and a steady trickle of runaway 
slaves who had established maroon settlements in the hinter¬ 
land. However, the mass shift of the African population off the 
plantations in the post-slavery ep>och was a reflection of the en- 
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suing tensions between planters and ex>slaves with regard to wage 
negotiations. According to Rodney (1981:32). “planters were bit¬ 
terly opposed to the untranuneled operation of free wage labour, 
while the former slaves were equally resistant to that aspect of 
the free labour system that demanded total alienation of the work¬ 
ers from land ownershlp“. 


In demographic terms, these postures ensured a significant exo¬ 
dus of ex-slaves from the plantations. Mandle (1974:19) notes 
that in 1834. out of a total population of 98,000. some 84,915 
comprised the plantation population and only 13.015 the non- 
plantation figure. However, by 1851, the total non-plantation 
population reached 88,320 as compared with 39,375 persons 
still remaining on the plantations. The total population living in 
villages formed since Emancipation also trebM diu-ing the pe¬ 
riod 1842 to 1854. Table 6 shows that between November 1842 
and June 1854 the number of Africans living in villages Increased 
from 15,906 to 49,402. 


The significance of this shift in population off the estates increases 
when other demographic features are examined. Adamson (1972) 
notes that entire families moved off the plantations, thereby dis¬ 
rupting a range of domestic, field and factory operations essen¬ 
tial to the running of the estates. 

Also, this period was one of high mortality among Africans. With 
fertility during slavery never having been very high, this extremely 
high mortality among both the local-born and Immigrant popu¬ 
lation raised real fears of the decline in the Creole population 
during the 1850s. Between 1841 and 1851. over 43,300 immi¬ 
grants entered the Colony, but the population increased by only 
29,500 at the end of the decennium. According to Rodway (1887). 
“in 1847/48 there died an average of 1.639 in each year out of an 
estimated population of 24,000 immigrants". Up to 1861 there 
was an excess of 37.375 deaths over births, or 26 per cent In 20 
years. Adamson suggests that had it not been for immigration, 
the colony would have soon been depopulated. And Roberts 
(1948) indicates that these deaths were occurring among the newly 
arrived population. Yellow fever, cholera, and other diseases were 


206 


Themes In ^rican-Guyanese History 


The ^rtcan-Guycmese DemograjMc Ttansttton 


identified as the principal causes of death. With the deplorable 
health conditions in the early African villages, worsened by the 
almost permanent waterlogged conditions, it is no surprise that 
Infant mortality was high. 


However, there being no registration of births and deaths before 
1871. no accurate data are available concerning the effect of this 
morbidity pattern on the African \^llage Movement. Indeed, de¬ 
spite economic hardships occasioned by the strikes in 1842 and 
a gain in 1848. the moving off the estates continued to rise. Also, 
the nmnber of inhabitants of villages increased significantly be¬ 
tween 1842 and 1858. Victoria Village Increased from 827 to 
2.370. Buxton from 881 to 2.107, Plaisance from 131 to 1.372 
and Queenstown from 148 to 877 (Cruickshank. 1921). Even¬ 
tually. by the late 1850s. the planters managed to regain hegemony 
of the labour force by a number of measures, including the pre¬ 
viously sanctioned forced African Immigration to offset losses 
being incurred. Other measures Included: 

• Inhibition of the African Village economy; 

• Radical reconstruction of the plantation labour 
force; and. 

• Massive injection of public capital into the sugar 
sector (Adamson. 1970). 


These tactics eventually led to the demise of the Village Move¬ 
ment. Gradually. Africans left the villages for the towns and some 
sou^t jobs on the plantations. Others drifted to the interior, 
establishing squatter communities and working in the timber 
and prospecting fields. 


The 'Immigration and Indenture* phase in the demographic his¬ 
tory of British Guiana is perhaps the most important in terms of 
ethnography. It was marked by the immigration of peoples from 
more than ten countries of Asia. Africa. Europe and the Ameri¬ 
cas. These persons were differentiated in terms of race, caste, 
religion and language, as well as their status at the time of entry. 
Even among the African immigrants there were distinctions based 
on ethnicity (Wood. 1978) and status (Laurence. 1971). Laurence 


Themes In J^rican-Guyanese History 


207 


The ^rican-Guyanese Demographic Ttansttion 

(p. 14) describes how the treatment meted out to African Immi' 
grants differed markedly from that reserved for Liberated Afri¬ 
cans. West Indians comprised a third category of non-Asia immi¬ 
grants, thus making three separate categories of predominantly 
Black Immigrants to add to the local-born (Creole) and other 
Africans already In the colony. 

Before further examination of the dynamics within the African 
demographic mix. it is Important to note the composition of the 
other Immigrants to British Guiana in the latter half of the nine¬ 
teenth century. In the decennium 1831-1841, a total of 9,018 
immigrants entered the Colony, including 429 Madeirans (hence¬ 
forth referred to as Portuguese) and 406 East Indians, who were 
labelled either Madrasi or Calcuttan. By the next decade, the 
number of immigrants had increased to 43,314, with the non- 
African component still predominantly Portuguese and Bast In¬ 
dians. This census (1851) recorded the early signs of the change 
in the composition of the total population. Thus, after only 20 
years, the Creole component had shrunk from 96 per cent (in¬ 
cluding Coloureds and FVee Africans) in 1831 to 62.1 per cent 
(local-bom Creoles) in 1851. Portuguese and East Indians now 
comprised 5.8 per cent and 5.6 per cent, respectively. Africans 
made up 10.4 per cent. West Indians 6.8 per cent and others 
(including Amerindians, seeunen and the military) 6 per cent. 
Europeans (other than Portuguese) made up the remaining 1.5 
per cent. 

Subsequent censuses recorded slgniftcant numbers of Chinese 
immigrants after 1852. mostly from Clanton. These totalled 3,283 
(1861). 9,343 (1871). and 903 (1881). The result of these addi¬ 
tions of Aslans. Africans. West Indians and Europeans (the Por¬ 
tuguese Immigrants came primarily from Madeira and the Ca¬ 
nary Islands) was the peculiar vitality which still characterises 
the population of Guyana. However, in the first decennium after 
Emancipation, the Colony's population showed a slight reduc¬ 
tion, despite the immigration statistics quoted above. The triple 
attack of yellow fever, small-pox and cholera outbreaks between 
1851 and 1857, along with the ever prevalent malaria hazard, 
was largely responsible for mid-nineteenth century stagnation of 
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the local'born population, as well as decimation of incoming in¬ 
dentured servants, including Africans. 

African immigration to the West Indies and British Guiana be^in 
early in the 1840s. despite British efforts to avoid continuance of 
the enslavement of Africans by European colonists. Since Spain 
and Portugal still indulged in slave-trading, this was always diffi¬ 
cult to enforce in British New World colonies. 

Emigration of Africans to the British West Indies was officially 
supported during the lull in Indian immigration up to 1845 
(Roberts. 1954). Hence, to make up for the loss of Indian immi¬ 
grants who were being decimated by yellow fever and malaria. 
African immigrants were allowed into British Guiana in sizeable 
numbers [Ibid). Part of the strategy seemed to be to find perma¬ 
nent residence for Africans liberated from British ships Engaged 
in illicit trading in African slaves and who were being held at St. 
Helena and Sierra Leone at the British administrative headquar¬ 
ters on the African coast. Slaves freed after the capture of enemy 
vessels in the New World also comprised the stock of liberated 
Africans who were sent to the British West Indies. Including Guy¬ 
ana. Although there was supposed to be no coercion in obtain¬ 
ing immigrants for this new trans-Atlantic voyage, a degree of 
compulsion was soon instituted, as the colonies were depending 
heavily on this source of labour. (Roberts. 1954; Laurence. 1971). 

However, history records a group of African Immigrants who vol¬ 
untarily came to the West Indies as contract workers. These 
peoples of the Kru (Kroo) tribe came largely to British Guiana 
between 1841 and 1856. Roberts (1954) and Wood (1978) esti¬ 
mate the Kru migration to British Guiana over the period to be 
between 500 and 1.000. A significant proportion returned to 
Africa at the end of their three-year indenture, but several stayed, 
some forming liaisons with Creole women. (Laurence, 1971: 
15). 

Roberts (1954) notes that this immigration of Africans contin¬ 
ued after the resumption of Indian immigration in 1845 and the 
start of the Chinese in 1853. In this year, cessation of the Brazil- 
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Ian slave trade curtailed a large source of African immigrants. 
Cuba was another source of African immigrants which dried up 
after abolition of the Spanish trade to the USA. This meant that 
the main supply of African emigrants from Sierra Leone disap¬ 
peared in 1866. bringing a curtailment in African Immigration in 
the late 1860s. By this time, more than 39 per cent of the total 
number of African immigrants, approximately 13.970, had been 
working in British Guiana. (Roberts. 1954). Roberts claims 
that, given the small population in the Colony. African immigra¬ 
tion contributed more to population growth in British Guiana 
than in Jamaica, although sli^tly less than in Trinidad. He cal¬ 
culates that between 1843 and 1867 some 6,792 Africans left 
Guyana. Laurence (1971) notes that some African immigrants 
established ethnically homogeneous villages rather than return 
to Africa. Some of these villages were established on the West 
Bank of Demerara, e.g La Retralte. and also several in West Coast 
Berblce. 

West Indian immigration began early in the post-Emancipation 
period. Inter-island movement of ex-slaves was widespread, as 
slaves sought to escape the hardships of survival in land-starved 
colonies. The drift to the larger British territories, e.g Trinidad 
and Guyana, was inevitable, since opportunities for squatting 
were enhanced. Laurence (p. 15) notes a continuous flow of West 
Indians, particularly Barbadians, into British Guiana, amount¬ 
ing to some 40,656 between 1835 and 1893. This Creole immi¬ 
gration was linked to the 'bounty system', but many West Indians 
refused contracts, preferring to remain in the Colony, especially 
if lands were made available. It is also significant that in 1891 
the Mixed Creole race-group was the only category of Immigrants 
in which females exceeded males - 2.664 to 2,388. Mixed Cre¬ 
oles comprised 14.2 per cent of the total population, with a pre¬ 
ponderance of females (13.138) to males (10,839). 

Despite these statistics for immigration, the total population of 
Guyana grew relatively slowly during the period 1861-1881. the 
heyday of immigration. The decennial increases between 1851 
and 1891 were 19,983, 27,584, 68,695 and 26,242. The corre¬ 
sponding increases in the African population are difllcult to as- 
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certain but between 1861 and 1871. the total number of Afri¬ 
cans Increased from 17,608 to 20.926, u^ch excludes local-bom 
Africans, who were not differentiated from other local-bom dur¬ 
ing the trlcennlum. Table 7 gives the breakdown of the total 
population according to country of origin over the period 1861- 
1881. 


However, it should be stressed that no system for recording emi¬ 
gration was in place. Thus, despite a record of more than 60,000 
(26 per cent) increase in the total number of immigrants enter¬ 
ing British Guiana between 1871 and 1881, there Is an ‘unex¬ 
plained loss* of some 10,000 persons during this decennium. 
Although there was the slowing down of the African and West 
Indian immig ration, the time period corresponds with a period 
of high mortality in the Colony as well as significant unrecorded 
African emigration to Africa (Daly. 1966). 

In niase Three: 1891-1931 - Changing Sex-Ratios, Declining Mor¬ 
tality and Flagging Fertility - and by the last decennium of the 
nineteenth century, certain demographic features were being 
manifested In the Colony: Births bad begun to surpass deaths, 
thereby adding to the population growth without immigration; 
there was a significant Mixed sub-group of the population, com¬ 
prising more than 10 per cent of the total; and. whereas Africans 
had maintained their position as the single most numerous group, 
their percentage of the total population had dropped to 41 per 
cent, while that of the Indian group had risen to 37.9 per cent. 
The 1891 census also reveals a change in the sex ratio of the 
African population. Here females for the Hrst time outnumbered 
males, despite the three decades of immigration which tended to 
have a preponderance of youthful males. This meant that fe¬ 
males were more numerous in the local-born population, with a 
greater number of live births and survivors to adulthood. 

Of tremendous significance was the sizeable increase in num¬ 
bers of Africans in the towns of Georgetown and New Amster¬ 
dam. Here, as always, females outnumbered males. In the case 
of Georgetown, the difference in numbers between the sexes was 
2,554. Between 1911 and 1931 females proceeded to outnum- 
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ber males In the country as a whole and moreso in the urban 
areas. The number of females per 1.000 males in the Colony in 
the first three decades of the twentieth century was 1.084,1,102 
and 1,108 respectively, with the figures for the urban areas being 
even higher — 1.441.1.399 and 1,335 res];>ectlvely. Males tended 
to exceed females in the rural areas. Table 8 gives a race and 
gender breakdown for the years 1891 and 1911. 

By 1911, the Indian population had completely outstripped the 
African population. There was no recording of this event since 
no census was taken in 1901. the decennial year between 1891 
and 1911. What was remarkable was the fact that the African 
population Increased by only 17.713 over these two decades, or 
at a rate of 885.6 per annum. In attempting to explain this, it 
should be stated that the death rate and life expectancy for the 
Colony had been fluctuating during the last quarter of the nine¬ 
teenth century. There was. however, a definite drop In the death 
rate and an Increase in length of life by 1910-12 with a more 
favourable situation for females. 

The 1911 census records reveal that the absolute number of males 
declined for every race group except for Indians and Mixed over 
the 20-year period. However. In the case of females, the Africans 
show an increase, which is slight when compared with Indian 
females. Births and deaths for Africans over this period were 
74,421 and 73,861 respectively or 41.8 and 41.0 per cent, a net 
natural increase of 0.8 per cent. By comparison, the national 
rate was slightly lower ^an that of the African, but that of the 
Indian was higher by about 2 per cent. Also, among the Africans 
the female population increased at a much better rate than that 
of the males over this period. (See Table 9). 

Despite the preponderance of males over females among the In¬ 
dians. this group alone accounted for the relatively marginal rate 
of natural increase over this period. The Africans, despite hav¬ 
ing the second largest numbers, and indeed with significantly 
more females than the Indian group, had a rate of increase of 
only 0.25 per cent over the period 1891 to 1921. This group, 
with a more equable male-female ratio, should have been ex- 
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pected to lead the Colony’s net natural Increase by race but, In 
fact, the overall population grew only by substantial increments 
of Asia immigrants. Moreover, as Thble 9 shows. Indian birth 
rates surpassed those of the Africans early in the twentieth cen- 
tuiy smd continued to outstrip them thereafter, with the latter 
showing a steady decline between 1891 and 1946. Thus, even 
though Indian indentureship was to end in 1921. this sub-group 
had already established itself as the future dominant group. 

The flagging African birth rate raised questions about the fertil¬ 
ity status of Africans vls-a-vls Indians. It was observed that the 
Indians had a higher proportion of females in the fertile age class, 
compared with Africans and the Mixed group. Roberts (1948: 
213) notes that ’the demographic position of the Colony (British 
Guiana) in 1911 was one of heavy wastage occasioned by high 
mortality from birth throu^ the childbearing age’. In short, the 
replacement level was low. These statistics, obtained by calcu¬ 
lating the number of baby girls born per 1.000 females, give the 
gross reproduction rate (GRR). Roberts further notes thit by 
1921 the Net Reproductive Rate (NRR) had Increased slightly to 
1.05. due primarily to the striking increase in fertility recorded 
for the Indians. By the next decade, however. Roberts suggests 
that the Colony had entered a phase of population expansion, 
with NRR of 1.36 (See Table 10). 

With the Africans already having the most favourable mortality 
position during the first quarter of the twentieth century, this 
improvement in the prospects of progeny implied future expan¬ 
sion of the sub-group. Unfortunately, the African population, 
although being the least affected by the sex imbalance, did not 
have a clustering of females in the most fertile age group. It has 
also been posited that lower birth rates among Africans were 
due to their greater urban concentration which meant greater 
exposure to cramped, unhealthy housing conditions. 

Nevertheless, life expectancy for Africans increased by 12.5 years 
between 1911 and 1931, particularly after 1921. Much of this 
was due to a drop in mortality of children under five years of age. 
since the period 1910-1912 had seen one-quarter of the cohort 
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of African births perishing by the age 1.2 years, slghlficantly be¬ 
low that of Indians and the Mixed group. This high infant mor¬ 
tality rate of Africans has been linked to their poor economic 
status, urban concentration, as weU as the deplorable drainage 
conditions in their villages, which were repeatedly inundated as 
nearby estates were drained and also by inundation from the 
sea. 

In summing up this phase of African-Guyanese demographic his¬ 
tory. it appears that urbanisation, which b^an with the collapse 
of the village movement, picked up significantly during this phase, 
with a larger number of female migrants who probably found 
Jobs in the towns easier to get than their male coimterparts. 
However, this shift to towns on the part of Africans may also 
have been due to attempts at escaping the scourges of cholera, 
yellow fever and malaria affecting the coastal and outlying areas 
and the easier access to medical facilities In the towns. These 
diseases had continued to ravage the incoming migrants to the 
Colony and accoimted. especially In the case of the Indians, for a 
continuous Increase in death rates over births up to 1921. The 
Africans, by comparison, showed a decline in mortality, despite 
their poor showing with regard to fertility. Roberts (p. 214) notes 
that from 1921 to 1931 with regard to the number of years lived 
by women in the child-bearing phase (l.e. 15 to 49 years), the 
Ajfricans showed the greatest Improvement (21 per cent) for the 
decade, compared with 19 per cent for Indians. Thus, like the 
Indians, the African sub-group appeared poised for real growth 
in the second quarter of the twentieth century. 

However, despite all these potentially positive signs, at the end of 
the third decennium of the twentieth century the overall trend 
regarding the growth of the African population remained un¬ 
changed. Fbr instance, despite showing a slightly more favour¬ 
able potential, compared with Indians, of Increasing their pro¬ 
portion of the total population over the years 1911 to 1931. by 
1946 the census records Indicate an even greater proportion of 
Indians relative to Africans. More importantly, over these fifteen 
years the African proportion of the total population dropped from 
39.95 per cent in 1931 to 38.17 per cent in 1946. This coln- 
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cided with an overall increase of 4.9 per cent from 1931 of the 
percentage of Africans in the urban areas of the Colony. Fhrther- 
more, by this, time the sex ratio for the Indian sub>group had 
evened out, which meant that thereafter the gap between the two 
races would tend to widen. 


Reference was made above to hi^ mortality rates, especially 
among Infants, that had affected net natural Increase in the Colony, 
particularly among the Africans and Indians living on the coast. 
Deaths from malaria began to feature in medical and admlnis- 
trative reports of the Colony from 1900. Fbr instance, the Regis¬ 
trar General's Report for 1905-06 indicates that deaths from 
malaria for the entire population doubled between 1900 and 1905 
(from 216 to 475) and in 1907-08 stood at 1,148, peaking at 
2,066 In 1910-1911. According to Potter (1974: 339), the ac¬ 
tual number of deaths of adults from the disease was small, al¬ 
though the debilitating effect on the affected communities was 
considerable. Moreover, the impact on children and infants was 
devastating, accoimting for some 22.5 per cent of all deaths among 
the 0-5 age group in 1911. Sporadic, short-lived malaria epi¬ 
demics continued throughout the first half of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury. 

In Phase Four -1946-1960 - ‘Malaria Eradication, Urbanisation, 
Phase One Emigration' the Malaria Eradication Programme (MEP) 
which was spearheaded by George Giglioli in the 1940s has been 
identified as one of the principal factors responsible for signifi¬ 
cant Increases in population in the Immediate pK)st-war period. 
However, Sukdeo (1973) contends that several demographic 
trends already occurring in the population, particularly among 
the Indians, guaranteed an increase in numbers "even if endemic 
malaria were still prevalent In Guyana" (p. 5). He disputes 
Newman's (1964) contention that malaria eradication was the 
principal single factor accounting for 40 per cent of the acceler¬ 
ated growth in the Guyanese population. He identifies four phases 
of population growth in Guyana, including a stabilising phase up 
to 1945, in which local-born individuals outnumbered immigrants 
and there was the balancing of sex ratios for the major race groups 
and declining mortality. These developments created the condi- 
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ttons for rapid population Increase In the post-war phase of the 
demographic transition. Thus, one year before the MEP began, 
the entire population for the first time In over a 100 years at¬ 
tained a normal sex and age distribution which are precondi¬ 
tions for an Increase in birth-rate and decline In the death rate 
(Sukdeo. p. 18). 

GlgUoU himself, in 1948, declared that malaria struck at the very 
root of the population's vitality by reducing fertility and causing a 
decline in birth rates (Mandle: 107). These conditions were 
evident In the African component during the two decennia prior 
to 1946, which coincide with the period of endemic malaria on 
the coast of Guyana. Also, increased fertility rates among Afri¬ 
cans have been attributed to Improved medical and public health 
care. Moreover, vital statistics for the years immediately follow¬ 
ing the MEP indicate that deaths per thousand declined from 
16.2 in 1945-47 to 13.0 in 1950-52 and dropped to 9.8 in 1959- 
61. The age at which the life-table cohort was reduced by a quar¬ 
ter increased from 33.2 in 1945-47 to 44.0 in 1950-52 and to 
54.6 in 1959-61. The probability of dying decreased for all age- 
groups and the general improvement in mortality in the Colony 
shows direct effects of improvements in public health care dur¬ 
ing this period. 

Rapid rural-urban migration was another feature of the post-war 
era. Africans in Georgetown increased in number by some 20.000 
between 1945 and 1960. This increasing urbanisation reflected 
the unbalanced development of the country, whereby the concen¬ 
tration of Job opportunities, education facilities, health facilities, 
housing. and entertainment exerted a tremendous ‘pull’ on rural 
Africans in particular - the so-called ‘Brl^t Lights Syndrome’ 
(Dumont. 1974). This group, better educated than rural Indi¬ 
ans. foimd jobs easier to get In the teaching profession and the 
Public Service. Table 11 gives a breakdown of the population 
according to ethnicity and location. 

Within these urban areas the sex ratio among Africans still showed 
a preponderance of females. The 1946censusfiguresshow5.169 
widows to 2.189 widowers among the Africans, evidence that 
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women tend to outiive the men by more than 2 to 1. By 1960, 
the male/female ratio in Georgetown and New Amsterdsun was 
14,947 to 18,189 and 3,443 to 4,135, respectively. Moreover, 
the age at which African women got their first child dropped from 
24-25 to 20, indicative of an increase in fertility. Table 12 shows 
an age-breakdown of the African population 10 years and over, 
by conjugal status. It has been stated by several writers (R.T. 
Smith, M.G. Smith, Jaywardena. Robinson, Matthews & Lee) that 
differences between AMcan and Indian family org^satlon, con¬ 
jugal behaviour, attitudes to marriage and assimilation of Euro¬ 
pean mores regarding the size of families are responsible for the 
wide variations in fecimdlty between the two major race-groups. 
(See Table 13). 

A third aspect of the early post-war demographic phase in Guy¬ 
ana was the emigration of large number of persons, predomi¬ 
nantly African, to such places as Aruba. Curasao, Panama and 
the United Kingdom. This first phase of the post-war emigration 
phenomenon saw Africans outnumbering East Indians (Sukdeo, 
1972). Migrants from both urban and nnal areas left the Colony 
in search of betterment. Some sought jobs in Panama. Aruba 
and Curacao, but the majority went to the United Kingdom, vdiere 
they foimd jobs as nurses, bus conductors, janitors, etc. 

At the height of this exodus, the British Government passed the 
Commonwealth Immigration Act effective June 1962, which 
brought to a trickle this mass egress of the Guyanese popula¬ 
tion. In the months and weeks before this Act was enforced, 
many Africans in Guyana made desperate efforts to secure fi¬ 
nance and relevant documents in a last scramble to ‘beat the 
ban’ on British immigration. Between 1956 and 1960 some 
233.(X)0 British West Indians were numbered among the immi¬ 
grant labouring population in the United Kingdom. Of these there 
were some 14.()00 Guyanese, mainly of African descent, with a 
significant proportion of females among these mostly youthful 
(20-40 years) emigrants. This movement also absorbed many 
technicians, craftsmen and other semi-skilled and skilled per¬ 
sons. as well as a large number of aspiring students, many of 
whom never returned (Sukdeo. op. clt.). 
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In Phase Five -1966-1986. ‘Phase-lWo Emigration and Increas¬ 
ing Fertility’the Guyana censuses of 1946. 1960. 1970 and 1980 
returned figures of 143.385 (39.9 per cent). 183.980 (34.4 per 
cent), 218.461 (31.2 per cent) and 231.330 (30.4 per cent) re¬ 
spectively for the African component. One estimate (1986) re¬ 
turned a total Afiican population of229.844 (30.3 per cent), indiich 
Is lower than the census of 1980 and well below a 1982 projec¬ 
tion vdfich estimated a total population of 803,000. with Afri¬ 
cans comprising 31 per cent of that total. Nevertheless, the trend 
continues to be one of below 2 per cent decennial Increase In the 
African population. Indeed, between 1960 and 1970. despite an 
increase of some 34.480. the African proportion dropped by 3.2 
per cent. Between 1970 and 1980. the African poptilatlon grew 
by only 12.869. or almost one-third of the previous Inter-censal 
Increase. More significantly, the Guyana Regional Demographic 
Survey (1987) suggests a decline of 1,486 In the African popula¬ 
tion between 1980 and 1986. 

These statistics Indicate a familiar downward trend, even in a 
period when improvements In health, housing and nutrition were 
being vigorously enunciated as part of the post-Independence 
development strategy Guyana's 1972-1976 Draft Development 
Plan was described as a plan to 'Feed. Clothe and House’ the 
nation. Allocations for new medical facilities in rural and hinter¬ 
land areas were important tenets In the programme. However, 
these Inter-censal developments did not result In significant In¬ 
creases in the population. These relatively small demographic 
gains In the inter-censal periods are due primarily to the per¬ 
petual expatriation of Guyanese since the 1950s. which cease¬ 
lessly whittled away at the net natural increase of the population. 
And Africans, according to Sukdeo (1972: 10), have been the 
group with the highest proportion of emigrants, although Indian 
emigrants have (since 1969) comprised the largest group in ab¬ 
solute terms. 

Indeed, during the two decennla since Independence, there has 
been a continuous flow of migrants (including Africans) to Canada 
and the United States, with small numbers emigrating to Carib¬ 
bean Islands. Statistics for migration over the period 1969 to 
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1974 indicate net emigration for every year, fluctuating between 
6.339 (1969) and 2.483 (1971) and increasing again to 5.215 
(1974) (International Migration Report, 1969-1974). 

GUY REDEM’s household survey collated data on external mi> 
gration over the period 1980-1986. The data revealed a steady 
upward trend in migration with peaks in 1983 and 1986. The 
statistics also reveal a distinct preponderance of females among 
those emigrating, with the highest returned In 1983 and 1986. 
Slgnlflcantly, in 1983. males in the 20-24 age-group (the most 
likely migrants over the period) outnumbered females by 25 per 
cent, whereas in 1986 females outnumbered male migrants by 
33 per cent. 

The survey results also reveal that recent migrants are found 
within every age group, indicating that the current trend is for 
families to migrate. However, the most populous group of mi¬ 
grants are those in the 15-19. 20-24 and 25-29 age groups, with 
65 per cent between the ages 15-34. According to the survey, an 
estimated 31.808 persons have emigrated over the six years. 
1982-1987 or an average of 5.300 per annum. 

Without available statistics for a racial breakdown of migrants it 
is Impossible to discuss the trend within the African sub-group. 
However. Sukdeo (1972) and Enloe (1972) have discussed pos¬ 
sible implications - social, economic and political - of the contin¬ 
ued exodus of the most dynamic group of the population, i.e. 15- 
49. 

This second phase of post-war emigration can be broken into 
two broad sub-divisions: the 1962-68 phase, which continued 
with the period of political unrest and electoral reform before 
and after Independence: and the 1980-88 phase, which coincided 
with the International recession and the prolonged malaise and 
economic retardation in Guyana. 

The International Migration Report covered the intervening pe¬ 
riod (1969-74) which, despite showing slgniflcant annual net emi¬ 
gration. was perhaps the least traumatic phase both economi- 
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cally and politically, over the two decennla immediately after In- 
dependence. 

Significantly, it was during these comparatively tranquil years In 
the country’s recent history that a migration policy concerning 
Africans seemed to have a brief consideration. During the early 
1970s. it was claimed that su^estions were mooted concerning 
settling West Indians in Guyana. 

Enloe (1972) su^ests that this may have been seen as an at¬ 
tempt to redress the racial imbalance in the electorate. However, 
the numbers of West Indians willing to live in socialist Guyana at 
any time over the 1970s decade would not have been significant 
to change the demographic structure for another 80 or more years. 
In any case, the small groups of Jamaicans. St. Lucians and oth¬ 
ers who might have emigrated to Guyana were ‘unlikely to take 
on the ‘dirty work' of Guyana’s development for the Guyanese’ 
(Enloe. p. 10). 

Public policy concerning immigration was articulated through 
an ongoing programme of remlgration. Moreover, the 1980-81 
Guyana Volume of the census of the Commonwealth Caribbean 
contains a section on Immigration (Vol. I. pp. 128-34) in which a 
detailed breakdown of the foreign-born population according to 
country of birth and year of immigration before 1970 and for 
each year following was given In Table Three (3.3). 

Of the total West Indian foreign-born population in 1980. the 
highest number (752) was from St. Lucia, 528 from Barbados. 
353 from Trinidad and Tobago with 286. 183 and 180 from St. 
Vincent. Grenada and Jamaica respectively. The Guyana Regional 
Demographic Survey (GUY REDEM (1987) returns Indicate 30 
per cent or some 2,000 Caribbean immigrants among the for¬ 
eign-born residents. 

Finally, it is essential to comment on the fertility patterns of Afri¬ 
cans at the end of the period under study. A World Fertility Sur¬ 
vey in 1974 elicited valuable information for the two major race 
groups in Guyana. A brief analysis of some principal compo- 
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nents tested in the Guyana Fertility Survey of 1974 Indicates that 
whereas the trend of more favourable fertility status of Indians 
vis-a-vis Africans continued, there were signs that women (of both 
races) bom after 1950 tended to enter unions around the same 
time and to have almost equal knowledge of contraception. The 
data revealed that where differences did exist, these were attrib¬ 
uted to place of residence, level of education and union status. 

Thus, whereas in 1946 the Indian women, who were predomi¬ 
nantly rural and comparatively less educated, tended to have slg- 
niftcantly larger families and entered unions (married) at an early 
a^ (15-16). by 1975 non-Indian women (predominantly African) 
tended to display similar differences in fertility based on place of 
residence and level of education. For Instance, there is little dif¬ 
ference in the niunber of children born to African women in ru¬ 
ral areas, compared with Indians, and more educated African 
and Indian women tend to have greater knowledge of contracep¬ 
tion and fewer children. Also. African women who were mar¬ 
ried. better educated and lived in urban areas tended to have 
fewer children than their rural, less educated counterparts. Af¬ 
rican women Involved in visiting and common-law unions, how¬ 
ever. tended to have fewer children, although they aspired for 
larger numbers. Table 13 gives statistics on the number of chil¬ 
dren ever bom over the period 1946-1986. (See also Singh. 
1979). 

GUY REDEM*s recent estimates indicate a decline in fertility of 
Indians to a level on par with Africans and the Mixed group. 
Moreover, they seem to indicate that emigration has perhaps af¬ 
fected E^t Indians more than Africans, bringing down their fer¬ 
tility and altering the ratio between the two major components of 
the population. Furthermore, a noticeable trend is the increase 
in teenage pregnancies among Africans, particularly in urban 
areas. Although statistics are not available, social workers, wom¬ 
en’s groups and parent-teachers’ associations are already express¬ 
ing their concern about the problem. This development may 
well bring about further lessening of the gap in fertility between 
Africans and Indians and possibly accelerate growth in the Afri¬ 
can population. The graphs at figures 1 and 2 show the growth 
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of the African population with respect to the total and the chang¬ 
ing relationship of Africans vls-a-vls Indians in the Guyana popu¬ 
lation over the period 1838-1988. 

The dominant characteristics of the African population in the 
post-Emanclpatlon period are undoubtedly its migratory behav¬ 
iour and. for most of the period, its low fecundity. Having been, 
to a large extent, forcibly transplanted from the motherland of 
Africa, these people seemed to express a restlessness and mobil¬ 
ity that have been fuelled by compelling economic, social and 
pohtical forces. First they moved off the plantations - scene of 
their bicentenary of enslavement; they were then obliged by cruel 
political, economic and environmental conditions to drift to the 
towns. However, in these urban centres the socio-economic or¬ 
der still relegated Africans to the lowest stratum of society, with 
limited scope for upward mobility. These conditions eventually 
forced African-Guyanese to look outward for economic salvation, 
as their African brothers had opted to return to Africa in the 
nineteenth century. Ironically, initial expatriate salvation was 
sought in the inner cities of the home of their former colonial 
masters. 

More recently, pressures have catapulted migrants to North 
America and the Caribbean. Disenchantment, dissent and dis¬ 
harmony with the orientation and administration of the national 
economy have resulted in the exodus of large numbers of Afri¬ 
cans (as well as others) from Guyana over the decade 1978-1988. 
And. as with all previous migrations, the majority of migrants 
tended to be between ages 20 and 40 years, with a large propor¬ 
tion of females. Although statistics are currently unavailable, it 
is reasonable to anticipate a significant diminution in the African 
population, if and when these data are compiled. For. in addi¬ 
tion to entire families, a significant number of single women of 
child-bearing age are among those migrating to North America. 
This could reduce the potential for Africans to Improve their de¬ 
mographic performance in the last decennium of the twentieth 
century. 

Other demographic features of the African i>opulation over the 
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150 years are subsumed within this overall trend. In the ab¬ 
sence of vital registration before 1871. there are no vital records 
to account for the preponderance of deaths over births among 
the Creole population. Only after the first 80 years of Emancipa¬ 
tion did African birth rates surpass the death rates. Hence the 
African population for more than a century had been Increasing 
only by successive increments of slaves and. after Emancipa¬ 
tion. immigrants from Africa and the West Indies. Apart from 
such causes as the passive resistance of female slaves, who some 
claim practised abortion and infanticide, as well as the known 
age-sex Imbalance in the African population up to the late nine¬ 
teenth century, several other reasons for this negative NRR have 
been posited. Among these are late motherhood, unstable con¬ 
jugal unions, urbanisation, religion and education (particularly 
of women). 

High mortality rates in the first half of the nineteenth century 
also contributed to negative growth in the Creole population. In¬ 
fant mortality was high, life expectancy up to 1881 was only 30 
years, and there were the ever-present ravages of cholera, small¬ 
pox. malaria and yellow fever. The decline in mortality rates 
among Africans preceded the increase in fertility by several years 
so that, for a long time, the African population was stagnant and 
later stable, but showed very little growth. After the mid-twenti¬ 
eth century, improved public health and medical care coincided 
with a general improvement on mortality rates. Also, by this 
time, evenness in the African age-sex ratio, the lowering of the 
age of motherhood, and Inversely, raising the period of time and 
the number of women in the child-bearing a^-group. all com¬ 
bined to Improve the fertility status of Africans in the latter half 
of the twentieth century. However, these improvements in the 
growth parameters are being undermined by the pull of interna¬ 
tional migration, a phenomenon which affects a relatively high 
proportion of Africans, including women in the 15-35 age-group. 

It is apt to end this essay with a reference to the African popula¬ 
tion in the Caribbean. Peculiarity of terrain and plantation con¬ 
ditions. and to some extent ethnic mix. have given the African 
population in Guyana a distinctive demographic history. How- 
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ever, there have been similarities with other West Indian terrltO' 
rles, e.g.. African and Aslan Immigration, emigration to the United 
Kingdom and North America, rural-urban migration. Influence 
of White religious values, and the recent upsurge of teena^ preg¬ 
nancies. 

These similarities all suggest that a broad reference base exists 
for future research Into common problems associated with Afri¬ 
can populations in the Caribbean. 
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Map 5; Population Density Map of Guy€ma in the Late 
Twentieth Century, 
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Figures 

Flgiire 1; Growth Ctf The Afirican-Quyanese PopuUitUmf 1641 
1996 




Figure 2: ^fiieane and Indians as a Percentage qf the Total 
Poputation, 1851-1980 
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Tables 


Tabte 5; Population of ^fliean^hiyanoee, lBSl-1891 


Vtar 

LocSBom 

AlricaRS 

Free Africans 
& Coloured 

West Indians 

Africans 
or African 

% Creole 

1831 

68,486 

7.521 

N.A. 

N.A. 

89.40 

1841 

N.A. 

N.A. (5) 

8.192 

15,856 

N.A. 

1851 

86.451 (2) 

N.A. (5) 

9.278 

14,251 

62.10 

1861 

N.A. (1) 

N.A. (5) 

8.309 (4) 

9,299 (4) 

60.10 

1871 

N.A. (1) 

N.A. (5) 

13,385 (4) 

7.541 (4) 

61.80 

1881 

N.A. (1) 

N.A. (5) 

18,318 (4) 

5.077 (4) 

59.20 

1891 

112.155 

N.A. (5) 

15.973 (3) 

3.433 

62.51 


N«(a 


(1) Census mordi hunpcd all Iocal*bocn-inctudin| those of Indian descent •thus making Africttienumera* 
tion impossible. 

(2) Roberts (1948) p. 211 *212 observes extremely hi^ mmiaUty among immigrants and local population 
between 1841 and 1851. See also Rodway» J. Histopy of British Cioona. vol. 3 (Georgetown, 1894). 

(3) Not included in 1891 Census figure; may therefore be a double count. 

(4) Roberts (p. 211) estimates that up to about 1871 the high wastage of life among immigrants (69/1000 
made hardly any natural increase possible. Secondly, he reckons that Afneans and Portuguese, both iinmh 
grant and native, constituted a signifkant proportion of the unrecorded emigration, particularly after 1871. 

(5) This category became superfluous after 1838. Also Coloured, Creole and later Mixed and Mixed Creole 
absorbed a significant proportion of this initial category. 

(6) NA- Statistics iM 


Table 6: Poputation Living in ViltagoM, 1842>18S4 



Source: Adamson (1972), p. 37 
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Table 7i FoputaHon by NaHve Country and Oeographieal Distribution, 1B61^2881 


Aren 

A 

8 

C 

D 

E 

F 

G 

H 

1 

J 

K 

L 

M 

G/Town 














1861 

19637 

4168 

2996 

775 

82 

117 

700 

309 

229 

155 

14 

4 

29194 

1871 

23608 

7113 

2960 

652 

139 

118 

417 

371 

905 

253 

19 

7 

36562 

1881 

30864 

9723 

2855 

353 

158 

410 

228 

416 

1112 

492 

30 

8 

46649 

Demerara (i) 














1861 

37997 

2204 

5025 

343 

28 

72 

4362 

2360 

8540 

1247 

5 

12 

62195 

1871 

46828 

4000 

3554 

410 

24 

116 

3455 

1439 

22366 

3934 

17 

27 

86250 

1881 

62037 

5961 

2952 

379 

23 

156 

2262 

1549 

34409 

2470 

41 

29 

112268 

Esseq. 














1861 

16743 

1253 

1099 

179 

19 

31 

1837 

353 

5775 

661 

7 

2 

27959 

1871 

20157 

1240 

785 

149 

22 

18 

1441 

183 

10073 

1014 

8 

32 

35122 

1881 

26013 

1397 

602 

143 

13 

40 

1069 

249 

15376 

646 

7 

27 

45582 

N/Ams. 














1861 

3640 

328 

296 

106 

7 

21 

102 

9 

35 

33 

1 

1 

4579 

1871 

4435 

378 

255 

105 

5 

29 

56 

11 

119 

42 

2 

w 

5437 

1881 

6316 

657 

247 

91 

9 

49 

61 

20 

488 

175 

3 

8 

8124 

Beitice ( 2 ) 














1861 

15844 

356 

443 

99 

10 

57 

2290 

634 

3837 

533 

1 

15 

24119 

1871 

18542 

574 

371 

128 

6 

41 

2172 

531 

6693 

1052 

- 

20 

30120 

1881 

24409 

580 

223 

115 

2 

70 

1457 

618 

10934 

610 

18 

1 

39037 


A • Natrves of 
British Guiana 
6 ■ West Indian 
Islands 

C' Madeira. Azores 
& Cape Verde 
D • Europe 
E • North America 
F - Places not 
mentioned 
G * Immigrants from 
Africa 

H • Immigrants from 
Madras. 

I • Immigrants from 
Calcutta 

J • Immigrants from 
China 

K • Born at Sea 
L' Not known 
M* Grand Total 

Notes; 

(1) Demerara except 
Georgetown. 

(2) Rest of Berbice 


Source: Butieh Cuioua Census Abstract IS6lJS7IJ8ftl. 


Themes in ^rlcan-Guyanese History 229 



The ^fiican^Guyanese Demographic Ttansttton 
Table 8: fopulaUon by Mace and Oender, 1891-1911 



S<mrc€: Cmna Rdports 189/, 1911. 


Table 9: Vital Mates (Birthe And Death) for ^frieane and Indiane 



Rates 


Africans Indians 


32.1 



28. 


27.1 


26.9 


28.4 


27.7 


.9 


35.2 


37.1 


36.0 





189M94S 


189M911 


1911-1921 


1921-1931 


1931-1935 


1935-1940 


1941-1945 




21 . 


21.1 



Africans Indians 


31.4 


29.7 


1.7 


28.4 


25.4 


23.3 


19.6 




Sourti: Ctnsus cf British Guiana. 1946 
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Tabu 10: MatlmaUd Mtt tUproduetUn Matta ana ?nhabiUtUa ^ living to 30th Birthday (NRB/ORB) 


1 Racial 

1 Group 

1910-12 

1920-22 

1939^1 

Per cent lr)croase | 

in NRR y 

K39 

NRR/6RR 

NRR 

NRR/GRR 

MIR 

NRR/GRR 

1910-1931 

1921-1931 II 


0.93 

0.515 

1.13 

0.531 

1.66 

0.624 

78.0 

470 

African 

N.A. 

N.A. 

0.94) 

)1.02 

0.564) 

) 0.581 

1.03) 

)1.15 

0.667) 

) 0.683 

- 

10.0) 1 
)13 1 

Mbnd 

N.A. 

N.A. 

1.30) 

0.633 

1.62 

■na 

• 

25.0) 

m 

0.91 

0.508 

1.05 

0.564 

1.36 

mmm 

49.0 

30.0 II 


Sourer; Roberts (I94i). p. 213 


I 

( 
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Table 11: Geographical DietrUnition of the Population, 1891’1970 


Year 

Area 

Georgetown 

Demerara 

Essequibo 

N/Amsterdam 

Berbice 

African 






1831 

10.984 

35.279 

29.465 

2.230 

19,049 

1691 

24.270 

46,339 

20,865 

4.732 

19.087 

1946 

50.432 

45.334 

16.907 

5.958 

27.754 

1960 


N.A. 

16.194 

7.578 

N.A. 

1970 

83.860 

62.914 

N.A. 

9.176 

28.872 

Indian 






1891 

3.976 

58,658 

22.502 

1,262 

19.065 

1946 

14,547 

70,825 

19.671 

1,694 

56,697 

1960 

32,471 

N.A, 

29.212 

3,476 

N.A. 

1970 

41,333 

92,695 

N.A. 

5,601 

12.972 


Notts: 

(!) In IS3I Frtt Colourtd and African art added to the Slave population for enumeration. In IS9I. the 
separate Mixed category is not included tn the enumeration of the African population 
(2) N.A. • Statistics not available. 

Source: Census Reports 1891. 1946. I960. 1970 




232 


Themes in AJrican-Guyanese History 































































The ^riam-Guyanese Demographic Transition 


Table 12: DtstHbutlon of African and Indian Women ever In a 
Union by Current Age, Ethnic Origin and Ibiion Statue 


Current Union Status 

Number Of 



Cirrent Age 



And Ethnic Grouping 

Women 








20 

20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45+ 



Att Types Of Union 
African 

1,263 

10 

20 

20 

13 

18 

18 

i 

Indian 

1,928 

9 

20 


17 

15 

11 

H 

Married 

African 

516 

3 

14 

25 

16 

13 

15 

R 

Indian 

1,573 

9 

21 

20 

17 

14 

10 

H 

Common Law 

African 

204 

6 

18 

19 

14 

18 

15 

10 

Indian 

ISO 

9 

11 

19 

21 

19 

12 

8 

Visiting 

African 

366 

23 

33 

8 


7 

7 

5 

Indian 

36 

14 

33 

19 

28 

8 

3 


Single 

African 

177 

11 

15 

15 

10 

14 

14 

21 

Indian 

169 

2 

14 

17 

12 

17 

18 

21 


Source: CuyoM Fertility Survey, 1975: Vol I: Table 3 L2 
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IVikle IS: Amrage Mfumber ef Cfdidren ewer Bom to 
Women ewer in a OMofi» hg Bthnie Origin and Age Oroag 


1 AgaGroup 

Alrican 

^"TrldSr"™^ 

1946 

1986 

1946 

1966 1 

1 15-19 

0.17 

0.17 

0.39 

ai2 1 

1 20-24 

0.93 

0.93 

1.68 

0.60 1 

1 25-29 

1.83 

1.88 

3.31 

1.95 1 

1 30-34 

2.60 

3.17 

4.40 

3.41 1 

1 35-39 

3.07 

4.07 

5.01 

4.06 1 

1 40-44 

3.47 

4.90 

5.37 

5.32 1 

1 45-49 

3.70 

6.10 

5.43 



SMCtiKe: Hist Mian Ceasms. 1946 CUYUEDEU. 1987 
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9: Afirican-Guyanese Political Disempowerment 

during the Nineteenth Century 


by 

Brian L. Moore 


The political constitution of post-£manclpation Guyana made 
no pretence at seeking to disenfranchise the vast majority of ex¬ 
slaves. Although many of the latter had moved off the estates 
and acquired their own freehold properties, the qualifications 
for both the franchise and membership of the political institu¬ 
tions were deliberately fixed beyond the reach of most Africans. 

In 1849. the franchise was granted to persons who owned at 
least three acres (valued at $96 per annum), or who leased six 
acres (valued at $192 per annum), of cultivated land in the coun¬ 
try; or. in the towns, to those who owned property valued at $500. 
or leased same valued at $120. per annum. Alternatively, per¬ 
sons who paid taxes on an income of $600 per annum were also 
entitled to the vote.' Governor Henry Barkly was quite candid in 
noting that this franchise was intended, to prevent the ex-slaves 
from becoming a majority in the electorate.^ Indeed, less than a 
third of the new voters in the rural areas qualified on the basis of 
the freehold qualifications and. until the 1890s. less than one 
per cent of the adult male population (mainly White) could vote.^ 

As regards membership of the political institutions, that too was 
denied the African majority. Under the old style Dutch Constitu¬ 
tion. the electorate voted for members of the College of Klezers, 
an electoral college whose members were responsible for nomi¬ 
nating suitable candidates whenever vacancies arose in the colo¬ 
nial legislature, the Court of Policy. The sitting members of the 
legislature themselves made the final decision as to who would 
be selected to nil vacancies in that body. This convoluted system 
was originally designed to preserve a planter monopoly of the 
colonial seats but. after Emancipation, it became quite a useful 
mechanism for keeping Africans out of the legislature until the 


Themes in ^rlcan-Guyanese History 




^rican-Guyanese PoUttcal Disempowerment 

Constitution was changed In the 1890s. Only one non-Whlte 
person gained entry into the legislature during this period: Rich¬ 
ard Haynes, a wealthy Coloured merchant and mayor of 
Georgetown during the early 1840s. He quallfled as a 'planter* 
by purchasing an abandoned estate and was able to entice the 
more liberal Whites to back his nomination for a scat in 1850. 
But he was refused re-entry in 1855. and the nomination of 'un¬ 
desirable* candidates was put beyond doubt in 1864 when the 
qualification for membership of the Court of Policy was by law 
made the ownership of 80 acres of land, of which at least half 
had to be cultivated.* 

A third political institution made up the constitutional structure 
of nineteenth century Guyana. This was the College of Financial 
Representatives. The members of this body were, like the Kiezers, 
elected directly by the quallfled voters, but were only required to 
sit with the members of the legislature in 'Combined Court* to 
determine the colonial budget. But the same landed qualiflca- 
tions as for the legislature were required for membership of both 
elected Colleges; and even the alternatives of leased property val¬ 
ued at $1,440 per annum, or earned Income of $1,440 per an¬ 
num. were way beyond the reach of all but a tiny minority of 
Africans and Coloureds after Emancipation.^ All told, therefore, 
until the constitutional reforms of the 1890s, the African- 
Guyanese population of Guyana was effectively disempowered at 
the state level. 

This reality thus made local government at village level all the 
more Important as a battle ground. The extent to which the ex- 
slaves could exercise control over the political institutions in the 
villages was critical for establishing some measure of African 
political autonomy within the colonial state, and could provide 
them with the basis of corporate ethnic Identity. On the other 
hand, if the merchant-planter interests were to reassert their 
unchallenged dominance within the colonial state, it was vital 
that any semblance of African political Independence at the vil¬ 
lage level be subordinated and controlled by the colonial authori¬ 
ties. In this quest, they had the forces of nature on their side — 
in the form of the poor drainage of the coastlands where the larg- 
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est African villages were established. As Guyana’s coastline lies 
a few feet below sea level at high tide, an elaborate sea defence 
system Is required. This involves dykes, dams, sluices and drain¬ 
age canals. 

In the middle and later decades of the nineteenth century, the 
drainage problem was made worse by the formation of shifting 
silt banks particularly along the East Coast of Demerara. In 
addition, two seasons per year of heavy tropical rainfall often 
meant that flooding of agricultural lands along the coast ren¬ 
dered necessary the acquisition of expensive steam draining en¬ 
gines to pump out the floodwaters. If the sugar plantations could 
barely aiford these, it was even worse for the ex-slaves In the 
villages who were unable to obtain loans from the banks at rea¬ 
sonable rates of interest, or grants from the Government, to pur¬ 
chase such equipment. The drainage problem thus became an 
Important matter around which the issue of the political autonomy 
of the villages was fought. 

This Issue was also Influenced by the system of land tenure in 
some of the largest villages which the ex-slaves had purchased 
as Joint-stock enterprises, e.g.. Buxton. Plaisance. Victoria, etc. 
The Joint ownership of land almost from the outset posed prob¬ 
lems as each sheireholder sought to establish claim to a specific 
portion of the estate. The tendency to allocate to each share¬ 
holder small plots of land in different sections of the village led 
to uneconomic parcels, made worse by further subdivisions 
among heirs. All this was done without recourse to law so that, 
in many instances, individual landholders never obtained legal 
titles for their plots; and even when they did. inheritance was 
complicated by the system of Roman-Dutch law which granted 
the widow and children each a specific but undivided share of 
the deceased’s land. FXirther confusion was caused by the ‘prob¬ 
lem’ of ‘illegitimacy’ and imreglstered births within the African 
community which led to many property disputes among the vil¬ 
lagers.^ 

This chaotic land tenure system and poor drainage not only un¬ 
dermined African ethnic cohesion and solidarity as villagers be- 
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gan to squabble among themselves, but rendered the villages the 
target of central Government intervention which ultimately de¬ 
stroyed any notion of village autonomy. The colonial authorities 
could in fact, with good reason. Intervene In village affairs in or¬ 
der to deal with a clear health problem which flooded villages 
posed to the entire society and. perhaps, even with the support 
of some villagers themselves, to strai^ten out the legal prob¬ 
lems relating to land ownership. But such Intervention repre¬ 
sented the thin edge of the wed^: for at stake was the critical 
issue of where political control of these substantial village com¬ 
munities would lie. 


When, therefore, the villagers of Plalsance (of their own volition) 
sought Government help to put their affairs in order, it was clearly 
not their intention to hand over political control to the central 
Government. Instead, they demanded municipal powers which 
would vest them with the legal authority to take decisions affect¬ 
ing the whole community, to tax themselves, and to put in place 
the organizational framework which would enable them to re¬ 
quest and receive financial assistance from the Government in 
the same way as the White-dominated Georgetown and New 
Amsterdam municipalities did. In 1850. a council of six com¬ 
missioners was formed at Plaisance with the power to finance 
drainage and the public roads through local rates on village prop¬ 
erty. under Government supervision. But at the outset it was 
made clear that no financial grants for such public works would 
be forthcoming from the central Government; the villagers would 
have to meet those costs themselves.^ This was to prove the 
basis on which the villagers would become financially overbur¬ 
dened and incapable of meeting those obligations and on which 
the central Government would Intervene to take political control 
of the villages. 

On the question of land tenure, the Government's initial inter¬ 
vention came at the invitation of the villagers of Buxton who sought 
to have that estate legally partitioned among the shareholders 
and proper titles bestowed to each. This was effected by a law of 
1851 which was made extendable to other communal villages. 
Hereafter, individualization of land became one of the Govern- 
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ments principal policies as regards the villages. In 1852. the 
purcha^ of land by more than twenty persons was prohibited by 
law. This was reduced to ten persons in 1856, while at the same 
time the colonial legislature assumed the power to partition any 
estate owned by ten or more persons on the request of a single 
shareholder.^ 


Even more sinister, another law of 1856 made the first serious 
attempt to bring the political administration of villages under 


central Government supervision, althou^ the element of‘choice’ 
was given to the villagers. Partitioned villages could thus opt to 


be ‘incorporated’ by law under the authority of a district regiS' 


trar appointed by the Government. Although there would be 


elected village commissioners and a salaried overseer, they would 
function under the district re^strar. Furthermore, such villages 
were required to meet the full costs of public works, village par¬ 
titioning. and the overseer’s salary out of revenues raised by rates 


on assessed property. Because these requirements seemed ‘pu¬ 


nitive’. only 17 out of about 200 villages sought legal incorpora¬ 
tion.® 


But as roads, drainage and public sanitation in the villages grew 
worse for want of adequate funding, the colonial Government felt 
it incumbent to intervene more forcefully and take full control of 
the villages. The principal mover in this direction was Governor 
FVanclsHincks (1862-1868). Using the villages of Buxton. FViend- 
shlp and Beterverwagting as guinea pigs, he initiated a pilot project 
in 1862-63 aimed at improving their physical condition. Com¬ 
prising the district sub-commissary of taxation, an overseer ap¬ 
pointed by the Governor, and four elected members. Special Im¬ 
provement Boards were set up to administer each village. Al¬ 
though the elected members were a majority, in reality they served 
as the window-dressing to ‘legitimize’ the unpopular policies of 
taxation imposed by the central Government in order to raise 
the necessary funds for village improvements.'® Under this sys¬ 
tem. these three villages did experience improved physical and 
sanitary conditions, and this encouraged Hincks to extend the 
system to other villages. 
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What Hlncks chose to glean from his limited experiment was 
that a strong centralized political authority was necessaiy to im¬ 
prove conditions in the villages. Premised on the misguided no¬ 
tion that the ex-slaves were incapable of governing themselves, 
he was a firm believer In the *Whlte man's burden' - the Idea that 
Whites had to teach the Africans what was good for them. 

The poor state of the villages, therefore, was not attributed to the 
lack of resources but. rather, to African mismanagement. It thus 
required the strong and knowledgeable hand of the White colo¬ 
nial overlords to remedy the situation. 


Thus, in 1866. a new system of village administration was set up 
which dlsempowered the African villagers. The Governor, mem¬ 
bers of the colonial legislature, and other persons appointed by 
the Governor formed a Central Board of Villages with the power 


to partition villages, make loans for village improvements from a 


fund of $60,000 voted for this purpose by the Combined Court. 


and to recoup this expenditure by the Imposition of special rates 


on assessed property. Any. or all. of these actions could be taken 


without soliciting the consent of the villagers affected. 


This was colonial authoritarianism par excellence. Even the 
Colonial Office in London expressed reservations about Hlncks's 
high-handed methods. The local village boards with their elected 
officials remained in being, but they were rendered powerless. 
All appointments that mattered were made by the Governor, and 
the villagers had no say whatever .' * 


Historians have themselves been divided as to the motivation 
and Intention of Hlncks's scheme. Adamson, for Instance, con¬ 
siders It well-intentioned in so far as it aimed to effect physical 
improvements In the villages. But such improvements could 
have been made without imposing the heavy burden of taxation 
and debt on the villagers, and certainly without depriving them 
of their ability to govern themselves. Properly constituted village 
councils elected by the villagers themselves, vested with munici¬ 
pal powers, and supported financially by the central Government 
out of revenues collected mainly from the ex-slaves, could have 
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achieved the same ends without the need for African political 
disempowerment. But this did not tally with Hincks's, or. for 
that matter, his fellow White Elites' ideas. Autonomous African 
villages represented an unacceptable political challenge to total 
White domination in the coloni^ state at a time when the British 
were seeking to tighten their control in all their West Indian colo> 
nles. At any cost, therefore, these villages had to be brought 
under the political control of the colonial authorities. 


The African villagers earned local political autonomy easily. They 
resisted every effort to compel them to acquiesce in Hlncks’s 
scheme. In 1863-64. the vlUa^rs of Buxton and Friendship re¬ 
fused to pay their rates on pain of levies on their properties. 
Because the colonial press, even that of the Coloured 611te. was 
hostile, the villagers were forced to publish their side of the issue 
overseas - in an African-Barbadian newspaper. The Liberal. Ri¬ 
oting occurred at Ithaca. Agricola. Bagotstown and Friendship 
which was only quelled by the repeated interventions of armed 
police contingents.*^ 

One should be careful not to interpret this action as simply a 
Yates war*, as Adamson does.** Certainly, the imposition of on¬ 
erous rates on village property was an economic burden which 
not many villagers could endure. But it was not the first time the 
villagers were paying taxes. The elected councils of the first in¬ 
corporated villages during the 1850s raised revenues solely 
through local rates. But those coimcils were representative of 
the village property-holders who approved of how the money was 
spent. *^ Hlncks's scheme, by its highly centralized character, 
removed local government (and its supervision) from the very 
villagers that it was ostensibly intended to benefit. Taxation by 
this ‘alien’ and remote authority was interpreted correctly by the 
villagers as colonial oppression. The Americans went to war 
against Britain in 1776 on the same basis with the cry, “No TEixa- 
tion without representation“. Why should the African-Guyanese 
villagers of Guyana feel any dififerently? Hence they resisted force¬ 
fully. 


They recognized that Hincks's and the colonial Government's main 
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intention was to subordinate and dlsempower them in the one 
area where they had some control over their lives - the villages. 
This Struve, therefore, did not involve only the village property- 
holders, but all villagers: for it went far beyond the issue of 
whether or not the rates imposed were too high (as indeed they 
were). It went to the heart of an issue of grave concern to every 
ex-slave, not only in Guyana, but throughout the Caribbean: the 
issue of freedom. That is why the African-Barbadian newspaper 
printed the case of the Buxtonlans. 

In the long run. African political opposition to Hlncks’s scheme 
portended its failure. No system of administration could suc¬ 
ceed in the face of resistance from the people it was intended to 
govern. In the end. therefore, the scheme failed largely because 
opposition in those villages where it was implemented so bog^d 
it down that it could not be extended to the vast majority of vil¬ 
lages in the country. In addition, the ‘experts’ appointed by the 
Central Board more often than not lacked knowledge of local 
conditions; and because they functioned in a highly autocratic 
system, they refused to listen to the ‘ignorant* villagers and their 
elected councillors. Considerable sums of public money were 
thus spent on infrastructure which was ill-advised, ill-devised, 
and badly executed, resulting sometimes in more physical dam¬ 
age and loss of property than improvement: and. besides, the 
villagers were saddled with an increasing debt burden from what 
amounted to forced loans for village works which they neither 
sought nor approved of. but for which they had to pay through 
the rates.*® 

By 1873. the colonial Government was scrambling to salvage the 
whole local government administration from collapse and so re¬ 
luctantly reverted to the pre-Hincks system. New village coun¬ 
cils were thus set up with elected majorities under the district 
commissary of taxation. This, however, was merely sop to the 
villagers with very little substance as regards village self-govern¬ 
ment, for the Central Board could still act independently and 
above the heads of the councils in undertaking public works and 
imposing rates.*^ It therefore did nothing to restore local au¬ 
tonomy or to ease the debt burden of the villages. For that 
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reason it was no more than plaster over a sore that was fast 
becoming ^mgrenous. 

One of the great weaknesses of Crown Colony Governments 
througbout the British Empire was the lack of imaginative crea¬ 
tivity. Most became inert and settled for doing as little as possi¬ 
ble. In so far as they were motivated to act it was generally in 
the direction of preserving the status quo and keeping the Afri¬ 
cans *ln their place’. So it was In Guyana in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. Successive colonial administrations utterly failed to deal 
effectively with the physical and sanitary conditions of the vil¬ 
lages because they were more concerned with establishing their 
political dominance over the villagers. This, however, meant that 
by the late 1870s the villages still presented a serious health 
hazard. 

Something drastic was required but instead. In 1878. an Inept 
colonial Government set up another clumsy bureaucratic author¬ 
ity in the form of the Central Board of Health. This body was 
assigned responsibility for the sanitary condition of the entire 
Colony, town and country, including the villages. The problem 
was that the old Central Board of N^lages was retained.*^ This 
thus made the villages subject to two central authorities whose 
powers tended to overlap. Fhr from solving the problems facing 
the villages, therefore the new Board merely added to them and 
for the next five years the villages saw no material improvement 
either in their physical, sanitary or economic conditions. 

Ironically, it was the villagers who bore the blame for the poor 
state of the villages, although the councils created by the 1873 
legislation were largely powerless to implement schemes which 
the central authorities did not approve. By the 1880s. autocratic 
colonial officials were once more advocating a return to full cen¬ 
tral Government control over the villages. These ideas very largely 
were based on overtly racist premises. In 1881. for Instance, the 
Inspector of \ffilages had the audacity to assert that still too much 
power remained in the lands of the villagers since they were in¬ 
sufficiently civilized to govern themselves. He further suggested 
that they had to be forced by a gentle pressure into the ways of 
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civilized men. and that it was necessary to guide them in almost 
every action of their lives by rules of law. The solution, therefore, 
lay In passing legislation empowering him to force the proprie¬ 
tors either to work on village lands, sea dams, drains and roads, 
or to provide the financial means for having these works done. 
Failure to comply should be a criminal offence punishable by 
Imprisonment. This sort of narrow, short-sighted thinking was 
typical of late nineteenth century British imperialism tinged with 
racism. 


The notion that the African villagers were incapable of ruling them¬ 
selves and that the colonial authorities should do it for them (the 
concept of imperial trusteeship) was shared by other colonial 
Elites, not least of whom was Governor Henry Irving (1882-1887). 
But while espousing strong central Government control, he rec¬ 
ognized that requiring the villagers to finance public works en¬ 
tirely out of their own diminishing resources (through Govern¬ 
ment loans) Imposed enormous financial debt on them which in 
the long run proved counter-productive: for the loans became 
bad debts and whatever was recovered in rates hardly covered 
the costs of collection and management. 

Irving thus determined to overhaul the entire system by ceasing 
to treat the villages as separate (almost alien) entities and bring¬ 
ing their drainage and sanitary affairs under the general law of 
the Colony. His first step, however, was to ask the Combined 
Court to write off the existing debts owed by the villages to the 
Government and to hand over to a newly established Public Works 
Department (PWD) all the equipment and drainage works for 
which those debts had been Inciu'red. From there on. all ex¬ 
penditure on drainage, empolderment. and other public works 
in the villages would be done by the PWD and paid for out of the 
public revenues to which all villagers, not Just property-holders, 
contributed through indirect taxes.*® 

Irving was one of those rare Crown Colony Governors willing to 
innovate. By the time he took office it was patently obvious that 
the entire system of village administration was in a shambles 
and that something radically new was necessary. Unlike his pred- 
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ecessors, he was willing to turn the system on its head. But if 
Irving was Yevolutionaiy* in his approach to the question of fi¬ 
nancing village works, he was decidedly conservative in his atti¬ 
tude to village Government and to African people. He wholly 
embraced the prevailing imperialist view that strong centralized 
Government control was necessary, ostensibly to ensure the 
prompt and efficient execution of critical public works.^' In other 
words, the African villagers had to suffer further political 
disempowerment in order to benefit from debt relief. 

These divergent aspects of Irving’s new scheme did not go down 
well with either the planters or the villagers. The former could 
hardly be e}q>ected to go along with the idea of forgiving the debts 
of the villagers and adding expenditure on public works in the 
villages to the colonial budget. Since they had to maintain the 
polders and roads running through their estates, they saw no 
reason why those in the villages should be maintained at public 
expense. Consequently, their elected representatives who formed 
a majority in the Combined Court refused to support Irvines 
proposal. Instead, they were prepared to grant only a portion of 
the costs of village works and thus maintained the rates system 
to meet the rest. In practical terms, they provided funds to cover 
only 52 per cent of the estimated $48,000 required for village 
Improvements. 

Thus, the African villagers remained saddled with a substantial 
financial debt burden. But at the same time, they were effectively 
deprived of the last vestiges of political control over their own 
affairs. The 1883 Ordinance rep>ealed previous village laws and 
dissolved the old Central Board of Villages. All lands and prop¬ 
erty previously held by village corporations were vested in the 
PWD. Each previously Incorporated village became a sanitary 
district, and the PWD assumed sole responsibility for the main 
drainage works and roads. Rates, fixed by the Central Board of 
Health (now the sole administrative body) at two per cent per 
annum on the appraised value of property, were to be paid to the 
Government.^ For the African villagers, this system was an ut¬ 
ter political disaster. Althou^ It offered some relief with respect 
to the financing of village works, they still had to bear a substan- 
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tlal portion of the costs. In addition, they saw their corporate 
vUU^ lands expropriated by the Government without being ol- 
fered any form of compensation. No less bothersome was thdr 
total disempowerment, as the entire machinery of village Gov¬ 
ernment was now controlled exclusively by the central Govern¬ 
ment. 

If this new system was intended to guarantee Improved and effi¬ 
cient delivery of public works projects to the villages, in reaUty It 
was hardly more successful than its predecessors. First. <mly 
the old Incorporated villages with an estimated population of 
about 80.000. which had in place a system for rate collection, 
really benefited. The rest, whose population was estimated at 
about 87.000. received virtually no financial assistance at all. 
So the majority of African villagers continued to suffer from poor 
drainage, poor sanitary facilities, and poor roads. 

Secondly, as a result of the highly centralized system, and haughty 
and authoritarian colonial officials, the demands and complaints 
of the villagers were very generally ignored, leaving behind con¬ 
siderable resentment and dissatisfaction among them. The vil¬ 
lagers were never told how much revenue was collected through 
the rates or how it was (mls)spent.‘* They often accused the 
PWD overseers and engineers of mismanagement and of paying 
insufficient attention to their needs. Such inattention from time 
to time resulted in disastrous flooding of village lands as. for 
instance, at Plalsance and Golden Grove in 1887. This style of 
administration so alienated the people it was supposed to serve 
that, by the late 1880s. they began to clamour for a restoration of 
the elected village councils with corporate municipal powers.^ 
This call coincided with the growth of intense agitation for politi¬ 
cal change at the state level among the middle classes in town 
and country. 

That agitation produced the first significant political changes In 
Guyana in the post-Emancipatlon period. Between 1891 and 
1896. reforms of the colonial political Constitution led not only 
to modifications in the political institutions, but also to very 
modest extensions of the franchise and qualiftcatlons for mem- 
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bershlp of the political institutions themselves. The old College 
of Kiezers was abolished, thus permitting direct elections of 
members of the legislature. The qualifications for membership 
were lowered to include those persons earning $1.440 per an¬ 
num or possessing immoveable property other than land valued 
at $7,500 per anniun. or renting a house and land valued at 
$1,200 per annum. The franchise was extended to those per¬ 
sons earning $480 per annum, although a literacy requirement 
was retained.*® 

Together with the introduction of the secret ballot in 1896, these 
adjustments, modest though they undoubtedly were, brought 
about relatively significant change to the face of colonial politics 
in Guyana because, despite enormous obstacles, a fair number 
of Africans and Coloureds had risen economically to attain those 
requirements. So. although the number of registered voters still 
numbered less than one per cent of the population in 1896. the 
elections of that year saw not only the presence of non-Whites in 
the legislature for the first time since Richard Haynes in the early 
1850s but. more importantly, produced the first African and Col¬ 
oured majority in that body.*^ 

This had important ramifications for the political administra¬ 
tion of the villages. If Africans and Coloureds (albeit from the 
wealthier and educated middle class) were sufficiently 'civilized* 
to be admitted to a share of political power at the state level, then 
why not at village level (although generally of a lower class)? In 
any event, after nearly a decade it was obvious that the Irving 
system of highly centralized administration had not brought the 
expected benefits to the villagers. The year 1892. therefore, saw 
a return to partial democracy at the village level. New corporate 
village councils were formed with an elective majority of three to 
each member nominated by the Central Board of Health. The 
coimcils were granted substantial administrative powers which 
ensured a considerable measure of self-management. Still, the 
Central Board of Health not only retained overall responsibility 
for local Government, but could also dissolve any council osten¬ 
sibly for falling to perform its duties. Besides, the principle of 
rate-paying by the villagers was retained.*® Even so. these changes 
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were a welcome move away from Imperial authoritarianism and 
African political dlsempowerment. and together with the changes 
^idilch took place at the state level marked a new era In African 
politics in post'Emanclpation Guyana. 

Fbr most of the nineteenth century, however, the African-Guyanese 
majority In Guyana remained politically subordinate to the White 
(mainly planter) 61ite. Every ^ort was made to ensure that they 
remained disempowered both at the state and village levels. But 
If they acquiesced to a point in their tate' at central Government 
level, they moimted resolute resistance to enforced subordina¬ 
tion at the village level. The village was Identified with African 
freedom from the oppression of the plantation system, even 
thou^ many villagers continued to work part-time on the es¬ 
tates. Any effort to deprive them of their political autonomy In 
the villages was Interpreted as an assault on their basic human 
rights and freedom. Yti, while the village provided working-class 
Africans with a sense of corporate Identity as a distinct social 
group in the post-Emancipatlon period, it Is not clear If they per¬ 
ceived it as the foundation or basis of a challenge to the wider 
system of White political, social and economic dominance. 

The colonial Elites, however, seemed to see the villages In pre¬ 
cisely that vein and this In no small way accounts for their atti¬ 
tude towards the Idea of village self-government. If the African 
villagers were allowed to become successful In governing them¬ 
selves. then what would prevent them from seeking even greater 
political rl^ts at the colonial state level? In the middle decades 
of the nineteenth century, the notion of an African-dominated 
Colony was anathema to both the White colonists and the Impe¬ 
rial Government. 

Haiti, equated In their minds with African barbarism, always 
served as a warning. That is why after the Morant Bay distur¬ 
bance in Jamaica In 1865. nearly all the colonial legislatures in 
the British C^ibbean dissolved themselves in favour of direct 
imperial rule. 

As a Crown Colony ever since it became British at the beginning 
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of the nineteenth century. Guyana was not in immediate danger 
of becoming African-ruled (certainly not before the very end of 
the century); but successful self-nil^ African villages could con¬ 
ceivably send the ‘wrong message. This in large measure ac¬ 
counts for the systematic measures taken by the colonial authori¬ 
ties to disempower the African-Guyanese villagers after Emanci¬ 
pation. 
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10: The Causes of the Protest of 1905 


by 

Kimani S. Nehusi 


Not in bland Ignorance, and certainly not only in Georgetown 
where most, but not all. of the action was centred, did the Pro¬ 
test of 1905 in British Guiana take place. The Protest itself be¬ 
gan when workers, first at Sandbach Parker and Company, 
stopped work and demanded higher wages and Improved condi¬ 
tions of work. They were opposed by intransigent shipping com¬ 
panies. The confrontation developed into rioting and bloodshed, 
and British troops were eventually summoned. This action by 
the group of workers at Sandbach Parker was the immediate 
cause of the Protest: but this action and its aftermath were merely 
the reaction to conditions which were present and had been build¬ 
ing up in British Guianese society long before. It was largely 
against these conditions that the workers were protesting in 1905. 

The story of the Protest of 1905 was one of the maisses in action, 
and the reaction of the middle and upper classes to the events of 
November and December of that year; it was also a story of the 
slow process of the building up of latent tensions in the society. 
But if ‘ 1905’ was a reaction to Uie ‘pre-1905' era. then it is to this 
period that one must look to find its underlying causes. 

An examination of the socio-economic formation of post-Eman- 
cipation British Guiana, particularly between the 1880s and 1905. 
will show a monocrop economy in recession, high taxes, a fast 
rising cost of living and declining wages. 

It will also show the political and economic dominance of the 
planter oligarchy which maintained its position with the tacit 
connivance of the Colonial Office, and the Indulgence of most of 
the local representatives of the imperial Government. This domi¬ 
nance. based as it was on strategies of restricting the political 
and economic participation of the masses through the use of leg- 
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Islation. bred increasing resentment not only among the lower 
classes, but also among members of the 'middle class' profes¬ 
sionals and shopkeepers. 

Since the days of the Dutch, the sugar industry had been the 
largest sector of the economy and provided employment for the 
major segment of the working population of the Ck>lony.* In 1905. 
it was still by far the most important aspect of the economy, and 
was owned and controlled mainly by British capitalists through 
their local agents and subsidiaries.^ 

By 1882, the sugar Industry of British Guiana, like its counter¬ 
parts in other Caribbean territories, had shown signs of recov¬ 
ery from post-Emancipatlon problems, particularly the labour 
shortage. However, around this time, the sugar cane industry 
was suffering a world-wide decline. The industry in the British 
Caribbean did not escape uninfluenced and. by 1897, it was only 
in Grenada, where sugar was not by any means the major sector 
of the economy, and in Trinidad with its relatively well-diversl- 
fled economy, that the likely effects of the depression were not 
being predicted as catastrophic.’ 

Governors, legislative bodies and other representatives of the 
sugar Interests portrayed the Industry in the British West Indies 
as being in a state of extreme depression, economically unviable. 
and contracting through the abandonment of plantations and 
consequent discontinuation of cultivation. The consensus was 
that, if the depression continued, the abandonment of many more 
sugar estates would become imminent. The consequences of 
this situation were held to be general distress for the lower classes 
and destruction of the colonies' general prosperity so as to make 
it Impossible for them to discharge the responsibilities of Gov¬ 
ernment and administration without external aid.* The problem 
in British Guiana was found to be one of 'extreme difficulty' and 
a very gloomy future was predicted for the Colony: 

... it is clear that British Guiana is in the perilous 
position of being dependent on a single agricultural 
industry, the production of sugar, that Industry be- 
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ing In a state of extreme depression and threatened 
with possible extinction, indille it is difficult to see 
how it can survive or even be maintained under 
present conditions.^ 

Widespread abandonment of estates was a very real possibility if 
prospects did not improve, and it seemed that any further fall in 
the price of sugar, or a few bad seasons, would have occasioned 
a general collapse of the industry. Worse, it was extremely doubtful 
if Increased economic efficiency or improved machinery would 
have staved off the crisis. The Injection of capital, though not 
necessarily a remedy, was discounted because the uncertainty in 
the industry made it impossible to attract capital.^ 

The general depression in the industry was indicated by the con> 
stant depreciation in the value of sugar properties. For example. 
Plantation Hamburg on Tiger Island was v^ued at $434,400 in 
1832 but. in 1897. it was sold for $6,075. even though by then 
its factory had been equipped 'with the best modern machin¬ 
ery'.^ The price of sugar was also falling: in 1837 it was between 
$264 and $332 per ton; by 1877 it had fallen to $122. in 1887 to 
$67. and in 1897 it was $46. There were many fluctualons in 
the price of this commodity but. during the 60 years before 1896. 
the price of sugar decreased by over 70 per cent of its previous 
value.” A fall in the prices of its by-products, rum and molasses, 
attended the fall in sugar prices. For example, in 1837. rum of 
36” to 38” over proof was easily sold at $1 per gallon. However, 
in 1897. It was very difficult to sell rum at 40” overproof at even 
25c per gallon.” Between 1891 and 1896. alone the price of Dem- 
erara nun fell from 2s. 4 per gallon to Is. O'Ad.*” In 1896, 
Investigators of British Guianese society were convinced that “... 
this depreciation in the by-products of su^ (had) contributed 
appreciably to the ... depression in the (sugar) industry”." 

These conditions had a very grave effect on the Colony’s export 
earnings. Between 1881 and 1885 the value of exports of sugar, 
molasses and rum was £12.038.699. but it fell to £9.305,880 in 
the years between 1886 and 1891Prices fell further between 
1891 and 1892. and by 1895/96 the Colony's earnings from these 
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sources were only £8.276,916. The average annual decrease in 
export earnings from the Industry during this period was 
£1.655,383. Between April 1895 and March 1896 (one year of 
account), exports were valued at a mere £1,183,000. In ^e cal¬ 
endar year 1896, it was valued at £1,280,000. In contrast to 
these times, during the period before 1885, the average annual 
value of sugar products of British Guiana was well over £2 mil¬ 
lion. and it was over £3 million in some years. 

The value per gallon of rum exported fell 50 per cent between 
1872 and 1896 (from 2s. Id. to Is. O'/ad), while that of molasses 
decreased by 58.17 per cent from Is. to 5d. In both cases, the 
actual volume of exports also fell during the interval: rum from 
2,428,300 to 2.169,616 gallons and molasses from 1.108.3(X> 
to 811.500 gallons. In effect, the per cent value of the Colony's 
exports earned by sugar and sugar products declined steadily 
after Emancipation. In the years between 1838 and 1840, sugar, 
rum and molasses earned 90.8 per cent of the total value of ex¬ 
ports from British Guiana. The figures were: 

1880/1882. 91.9%: 1883/1885. 91.9%; 

1886/1888, 89.6%: 1892/1894. 71.5%; 

1895/1897, 66.1%; 1898/1901, 58.2%; 

1901/1904. 66.2%.‘* 

The slump in the sugar industry during this period was also in¬ 
dicated by decreases in the production cost, profit and revenue 
per ton of the commodity. In 1882/83, revenue per ton was £23. 
16s. Od.. and production cost was £22. 10s. ()d. By 1894/95, 
revenue was £12. 10s. 3d., production cost £12. 15s. 2d. and 
the loss per ton was 4s. 1 Id. By 1901, the situation had im¬ 
proved slightly, and a relatively small profit of 6s. 6d. was made 
on each ton of the commodity produced. But. despite the fall in 
its value and general profitability, the gross output of sugar was 
generally maintained. The same may be said of rum. while both 
the gross output and value of molasses decreased appreciably.*^ 

Thus, in the period immediately before 1905, the situation in the 
British Guiana sugar industry was precarious and its future 
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seemed uncertain. Most observers made gloomy predictions of 
imminent ruin and widespread destruction affecting the entire 
society: Governor Hemming felt that the very existence of the 
Colony was threatened. This was a view advanced by many of 
the staunchest supporters of the su^ interests, for tradition- 
ally, they felt that the Colony meant the sugar Industry, and the 
sugar Industry meant the Colony.One must note, however, that 
a ploy developed by many members of the plantocracy was to 
shout ‘ruin' as lou^y as possible in the hope of soliciting the 
sympathy, connivance and more generous aid from Imperial au¬ 
thorities. 

If the demise of the sugar industry seemed imminent during the 
post-Emancipation crises, by 1905 the planters had already 
evolved a strategy for successfully combating the problems which 
threatened their survival as the dominant group in the society. 
This was achieved through Increased efficiency within the indus¬ 
try. mainly through the importation of technology, and a drastic 
reduction in the wage bill. But this was achieved only against the 
general backgroimd of the post-Emancipation period, in which 
one of the preoccupations of the planters was the retention of 
their traditional monopoly of the key factors of production - land, 
labour and capital. These were allocated only, or mainly, to them¬ 
selves. while they placed a heavy tax burden on the masses and 
other perceived rivals. This promoted the rejuvenation of the 
sugar Industry, stifled development within other sections of the 
economy and restricted the advancement of other groups in the 
society. 

Yet. by 1905, sugar certainly did not “completely and entirely 
hold the field", as Governor Hemming postulated.^^ There were 
two other significant industries in the Colony, the gold industry 
and the rice industry. As yet, they were small, lacking the rela¬ 
tive technological sophistication of sugar, and beset by their own 
internal problems. In addition, other problems were posed by a 
covetous, but sometimes reluctantly condescending, plantocracy 
which generally refused to recognise the growing importance of 
these two industries in particular, and the incumbent need for 
economic diversification in general.^' The plantocracy viewed the 
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British Guiana gold industry as first and foremost a competitor 
for the labour resources available in the Colony. It was alro seen 
as a form of economic activity—as it tended to perceive all forms 
of economic activity outside the stigar industry — v^ch was to 
be heavily taxed to provide revenue for Government spending on 
essential work and the sugar industry; this discouraged growth 
outside the sugar industry while promoting it within. 


So much had the development of the gold Industry demonstrated 
the intense preoccupation of the plantocracy with this strategy 
for self-preservation, that it may be said that the gold industry 
survived and grew ‘in spite of’ the obstacles placed in its way.” 
These obstacles were as formidable as they were vexatious. They 
eventually resulted in the alienation and hostility of the gold in¬ 
terest from the plantocracy. Restrictive legislation Imposed a 
heavy tax burden of 90 cents per ounce of gold, plus payment for 
the necessary miner’s licence, royalty on timber cut. and on sil¬ 
ver produced. It also imposed many tedious duties upon the 
prospector. These, along with the absence of laws designed to 
promote the Industry, and also the absence of Government spend¬ 
ing for the same purpose, tended to restrict the expansion of the 
industry. In truth, the British Guiana gold industry suffered from 
a chronic lack of an informed policy on the industry and a posi¬ 
tive unwillingness or inability of the local authorities to recognise 
its potentially great contribution to the economy and society which 
most observers recognized as being decadent. 


In British Guiana, the laws and practice of the authorities were 
the converse of those of other gold-mining countries in which the 
regulations and usage aided gold production. The laws and us¬ 
age in British Guiana were counter-productive and designed to 
retard the growth of the industry. This was essentially the same 
strategy employed by the planters a^nst the peasantry, a nas¬ 
cent petit middle class and. Indeed, any competitor or imagined 
competitor for land, labour and capital. The plantocracy had 
traditionally enjoyed the monopoly of them from the times of 
slavery in a society in which the mode of production was then 
colonial capitalism, and the Government, oligarchic.” In the 
Colony, the Government's policy on the gold Industry was seen to 
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be in direct opposition to that of other countries ‘*both in princi> 
pie and in detail", and that "it was perhaps not unnatural that 
planters should have sou^t. by means of stringent laws, to ham> 
per an industry which would surely lessen the labour supply on 
the estates"." 

A full examination of this question Is beyond the scope of this 
study, but it is instructive to note that it was not merely the is¬ 
sues of competition for labour and finance for development which 
were at stake. Of wider significance and ultimate pertinence, 
was the question of the viable economic independence of the lower 
classes from the plantation and. thus, their ability to offer some 
effective challenge to the dominance of the plantation in the soci¬ 
ety. In a situation in which sugar traditionally dominated all 
aspects of society, and the planters had come to regard it as the 
beginning and the end. it was impossible, or at least infinitely 
difficult, for the planter-controlled local assembly to permit the 
development of an industry when, in its very conception and 
growth, it clashed with what planters commonly held to be the 
interests of sugar. 

To make matters worse for the fledging gold industry, the post- 
Emancipation period was one in which the entire status quo which 
resulted from, and was indicative of. the old sugar dominance, 
was put on trial by new social and economic forces. This point 
was not lost on the sugar barons, who saw themselves as being 
beset by numerous problems, including labour and finance, two 
crucial factors In capitalist production. In fact, the public ear 
was constantly bombarded by convenient cries of ‘ruin’ and proph¬ 
ecies of doom from sugar representatives in post-Emanclpation 
British Guiana. 

By the 1890s. the decline in the world sugar industry gave real 
reason for alarm. To compound the fears of the plantocracy. and 
give substance to what had become their constant fear of labour 
shortage, the existence of the gold mdustry caused recurring la¬ 
bour crises in the sugar industry in 1891, 1892 and 1893." 

An Important factor in the promotion of this crisis was the de- 
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dine in the labour price and the general working conditions on 
the sugar estates. In 1884 and 1885. the wage rates for labour¬ 
ers on the estates were 24 cents to 80 cents per day for cane 
cutters and 24 to 32 cents per day for wecders; it was recognized 
that the estate authorities “had been leaning more to the lower 
rates".^ The reduction in the wages of the individual worker 
was reflected in the total sugar estate bill for wages p>aid during 
the period 1882 to 1904. Beginning at the 1882 wage bill of 
$6,500,000, the total sugar estate wage bill had been reduced by 
55.75 per cent by the latter half of 1896: by 62.3 per cent in 
1904; and by an average of 60.5 per cent ^tween 1901 and 
1904.^^ By 1896, the ordinary man had to toil very hard to earn 
48 cents per day as a Held labourer. In comparison, miners in 
the gold Industry were offered a higher wa^ of 64 cents per day. 
payable in a lump sum at the end of a three-month contract. 
Working conditions were also better, with food and sleeping ac¬ 
commodation being the responsibility of the employer.^ 

Available evidence suggests that the situation had not improved 
by 1905. Cane-cutters gave figures which showed that dally earn¬ 
ings were as low as 7 to 8 cents among women. Among the men. 
it ranged from 11 and 12 cents per day to 17 and 18 cents per 
day with hard work - from 04:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. Monday to 
Saturday. The pay of other males who were not cane-cutters 
varied from 13 to 24 cents per day. A reporter calculated that 
the average cane-cutter, leaving his home in time to arrive at the 
work-site at about 04:00 a.m. each day from Monday to Satur¬ 
day. when he would cease work at 12:00, would have earned 
between 37 and 41 cents per day.” While this is far more liberal 
than the estimates of the cane-cutters themselves, the higher fig¬ 
ure is still well below the 48 cents cited for 1896/1897, and far 
below the 64 cents per day then recorded by the workers in the 
gold industry. 

This industry had a special lure for the African villagers whom 
the planters were inclined to look upon as their labourers. Not 
only did it hold out the prospect of getting rich quickly.” but It 
also offered a chance to establish an independent existence away 
from the plantation.^* It is not too difficult to comprehend the 
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African-Guyanese viUager makliig the choice he did. He chose 
the gutter of the goldfield rather then the dull drudgery of planta¬ 
tion labour. In 1896/97. about 6,000 were employed In the gold 
Industry.^ This represented an Increase of about 3,356 or about 
55.93 per cent from 1888.” 

But. If the African villager had escaped the direct Influence of the 
planter, he could not escape him Indirectly, for the mining com¬ 
munity suffered under the Imposition of restrictive legislation by 
the planter-dominated local assembly. Mining regulations were 
passed In 1880, 1886, 1887, 1892. 1896 and 1897.^ It was 
widely felt that these regulations severely restricted the expan¬ 
sion of the Industry, which had much to contribute to the Colo¬ 
ny’s development. Indeed, so dim a view did one observer take 
of the regulations that by 1897 he felt that the complete stagna¬ 
tion of gold mining was imminent. He was obliged to portray the 
industry as: 

...the bird with the golden e^ and not only has every 
tQg been taken and none left to hatch, but the unfor¬ 
tunate fowl has been so hedged about with laws and 
regulations and so plucked of Its feathers that It is 
likely to die. unless change of policy takes place.” 

The miners themselves felt that the regulations were **too Irk¬ 
some. too restrictive, too oppressive”, and contended that the 
method of collecting the royalty on the metal was “absurd, ex¬ 
pensive. ciunbersome and wasteful of time”.^^ Persons Involved 
in the industry also found to be repugnant, certain practices aris¬ 
ing out of attempts to enforce the regulations, which made unfor¬ 
tunate anyone who located even a small placer mine; he was com¬ 
pelled “to load himself with a number of expensive forms and 
books irrespective of the fact that he probably (could not) wrlte”.^^ 

Besides, “respectable men” who Journeyed Into the interior to 
prospect were subjected ”to the Indignity of an indecent search”.” 
There were complaints and petitions over the system of register¬ 
ing gold miners.” Some gold diggers from West Demerara were 
so dissatisfied with the existing arrangement In which they had 
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to travel to Georgetown to register, they petitioned the Govern¬ 
ment for magistrates on the West Demerara to be given powers 
to register labourers for the industry.*^ 

The tax system In the Colony was another cause of hardship and 
anger of the majority. It functioned to circumscribe the growth of 
alternatives to the sugar industry, and generally to propagate the 
interests of the dominant planter oligarchy throu^ the concen¬ 
tration of finance in the sugar industry while deforming other 
sectors of the economy through the promotion of capital starva¬ 
tion. After Emancipation, there was a need to create more rev¬ 
enue for the Government to cater for increased social services. 
This was achieved chiefly by legislation which shifted the burden 
of taxation on to the peasantry, the Indian immigrants as they 
became a permanent section of the society, and to a lesser extent 
upon the upcoming Creole petit-bourgeois class. This was 
achieved mainly by changing from direct to Indirect taxation.^* 


The plantocracy made hardly any effort to hide the fact that it 
deliberately contrived to have import duties fall hardest upon 


the poorest segments of the population • the African peasantry 


and the Indian immigrants - while avoiding such duties them¬ 


selves. 


This policy was especially demonstrated by the articles exempted 
from duty which always included those used by the planters who. 
by virtue of their higher income, had the greater ability to pay 
taxes. On the other hand, the articles taxed always included 
those frequently used by the other classes. Fbr example, com. 
oatmeal, flour, pickled beef, pickled pork, dried fish, rice and 
tallow candles - all articles used by the Colony’s poor - were se¬ 
verely taxed. As early as 1850. flour, rice, dried fish and salt 
pork were taxed for more than 50 per cent of all Import duties. 
Although there was a reduction a year later, flour and salt-beef 
were still paying between 20 and 25 cent of their value as import 
duty." 


The tax on rum and the initial steady increase of retail spirit 
shop licences were attempts to circumscribe the Creole petlt- 
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bourgeois elements which had begun to develc^ slowly after 
Emancipation.^ Duties on auctions, licences for porters, a tax 
on carts for hire, and licences for shop-keepers and hucksters 
were among those imposed. Meanwhile, those taxes which fell 
directly on the estates were greatly reduced. First of all, the poll 
tax on slaves went out with Emancipation. Income tax was re¬ 
duced from two per cent to one per cent after 1842, and abol¬ 
ished in 1853. The income obtained from sugar, rum. molasses, 
cotton and coffee - the chief crops and exports of the Colony - 
had been exempted from taxation. The export duty on sugar and 
its by-products was given the same treatment - gradual reduc¬ 
tion until abolition, in this case In 1856. Thus the plantocracy 
had almost exempted Itself altogether from taxation, while im¬ 
posing a heavy tax burden upon other sections of the society, 
particularly the poor.** 

By 1899. these conditions had not changed, and many social 
groups were voicing their disapproval of “the grievous burden of 
taxation under which we labour... a subject which has filled every 
mouth with murmur".** This tax structure remained remark¬ 
ably stable* over the period and by 1905 it had changed very 
little. The policy of the sugar barons of inflicting a heavy tax 
burden upon, while allocating little financial resources to. those 
they perceived as rivals, is also very well demonstrated in the 
case of the gold industry. When compared with the sugar Indus¬ 
try, it was very heavily taxed to provide funds for the Govern¬ 
ment. In 1894, the sugar industry paid $108,873 as an acreage 
tax. Of this amount, only $ 18.145 were given over to the general 
revenue of the Colony.*® This was the last year in which any part 
of the acreage tax was given towards the general revenue of the 
Colony. After then, the minimal taxes paid by planters were not 
handed over to the public treasury, but were appropriated to help 
pay for immigration, which benefited only the planters themselves. 
The only direct tax payable by sugar estate proprietors was an 
acreage tax of $1.35 for every acre of cultivated land and two 
cents for every acre empoldered. but not cultivated. Revenue 
from this source was then $94,554 and. even if it had been given 
to the Colony’s treasury, revenue from gold would have contrib¬ 
uted about $10,000 more. But it was not permitted to: 
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Every penny of this sum was devoted to the pigment 
of the expenses of immigration and thus the estates 
really took the money from one pocket and put It 
into the other.*^ 

In comparison, there was a nominal tax of 90 cents on each ounce 
of gold. In 1894/95. $119.695 were collected from this source. 
In 1894. sugar and sugar products had a total value of about 
$6,933,555. Of this sum. the revenue the Colony received as 
direct tax was $18,145. or Just over a quarter of one per cent. In 
the same year, gold produced In British Guiana amounted to 
$2,402.140. Direct tax in the form of royalty paid to the revenue 
of the Colony was $119,695 or just under 5 per cent. Thus, 
‘'roughly speaking... gold paid direct taxation In ^e ratio of twenty 
to one as compared with sugar".^ This observer appears to have 
been fully conscious of the way direct taxation was used against 
certain groups In the society, noting that it bears on one class 
of men and not the others, and is therefore a fit subject to be 
Introduced as a vital element In the condition of any specific in* 
dustry”. The disparity in the levels of direct taxation on the two 
industries remained a stark testimony to the complete dominance 
of the planters in the politics of the Colony. It also remained a 
source of constant discontent among the gold interests.^ 

The existing conditions of increasing population, restricted im¬ 
portation of goods and lack of money in circulation seemed ready¬ 
made for the spread of discontent. This was particularly so when 
some sections of the plantation felt that these resulted from the 
preoccupation of the plantocracy with furthering the interests of 
sugar while neglecting the other industries.^ However, the policy 
of the Government towards the villages, as reflected in finance 
allocation, did not help to alleviate increasing discontent. Be¬ 
tween 1892 and 1896, the Government spent $589,386 of monty 
it borrowed on water supply systems which benefited sugar es¬ 
tates. while merely $31.270 were allocated to water supply sys¬ 
tems for villages.^* 

Yet. it was the villages which were in ur^nt need of developme n- 
tal aid. and It was in the villages that most of the populaticm 
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resided. By 1905. the villages were in a pathetic state. Since 
1897. about two-thirds of those which functioned under the Vil¬ 
lage Ordinance were not properly drained. Besides, flooding 
and crop destruction had severely disillusioned villagers on the 
East Coast of Demerara and in Essequibo. Their technique of 
shifting cultivation increased the cost of drainage by constant^ 
increasing the area to be empoldered and drained. The depres¬ 
sion in the sugar Industry at this time also compounded their 
problems. Generally, work done for estates by African villagers 
decreased by half, and there was a consequent reduction in earn¬ 
ings from this source.^^ The reduction in the wage rate also con¬ 
tributed to this situation. 

But. even those who foimd full-time work on the estates by 1905 
did not escape the poor economic circumstances of the lower 
classes. For example, conditions on Pin. Ruimveldt, which was 
one of the centres of the Protest of 1905. were extremely harsh. 
They were in most ways typical of estate conditions at the time. 
Besides the low wages, the rent was also low. for workers were 
provided with rooms at a rent lower than was normal either in 
Georgetown or the suburban areas. But this low rent was only 
an illusion of low cost of living and good conditions; the rooms 
were given ‘*to workers with the understanding that they worked 
on Ruimveldt at whatever wages the estates offered**.^ Tbis most 
probably indicates that the wages offered were lower than the 
low pay received by the workers of other estates, whose wages 
were described as' miserably small’ even after the Protest.^ And 
it is to be noted that the conditions under which most of these 
estate workers laboured were aggravated by the seasonal nature 
of the employment which was available to most of them. 

During most of the period between 1880 and 1905.the low price 
obtained for sugar precipitated a drop in employment and a cor¬ 
responding reduction in business. Unemployment, low wages 
and high taxes combined to produce great hardship for the poor 
in both urban and rural districts. So difficult were their condi¬ 
tions of existence that, in 1897, Governor Sir Augustus Hem¬ 
ming decided that the masses had very little room to pay more 
indirect taxes.” Just before 1905. it was felt that "the impover- 
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lahment of the masaes (waa) Increaatng; their capacity to bear 
the heavy burdena of taxation (had) declined to a degree unpar¬ 
alleled in the annals of the Colony since Emancipation''.*^ Even 
one member of the plantocracy probably moved by the events of 
1905, felt compelled to recommend that these condltlona be al¬ 
leviated.” 

In Georgetown itself, the main focus of the Protest, the West In¬ 
dia Royal Commissioners had reported in 1897 that even skilled 
artisans and mechanics, and persons above the labouring class, 
were eiqserlenclng much poverty.” Fbr example, a conductor of 
an electric car - a respectable position in those times - received a 
wage of five cents per hour during the first year of his employ¬ 
ment. After that, there was a rise of one cent per hour. However, 
by 1905, the wage no longer permitted conductors to cope with 
the rising cost of living in ways to which they were accustomed. 
They felt that they needed a rise of 25 per cent to meet the in¬ 
creased cost of living. One conductor reported that "working 
steadily, we can only earn 64 cents a day. and that is not enou^ 
for men of our class. If we could manage to earn 80 cents a day 
that would be fair and reasonable".” Conditions on the water¬ 
front, where the Protest began, were at best difficult, even for 
those times; 

Our working hours were ten and one half. The sys¬ 
tem of quarter-day existed. There was no overtime 
for night work. We asked the employers to change 
these conditions. The reply was that we must take 
them or go.” 

This intransigence of the shipping firms was evident among other 
sections of the ruling class, and added another dimension to the 
Protest. At this time, wages were 48 cents per day for truckers, 
who were called 'boys' but were really men. and 64 cents per day 
for men.** The truckers rarely got a full day's employment” for, 
when they accepted work, they often found that their services 
were needed only for a short while. 


The shipping firms also combined to inflict a harsh penalty upon 
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those workers who sought to protest by refusing work from one 
firm which disaffected them by this practice. When they took 
work from another firm, they were paid only three cents per half 
hour.” Casual workers were also very dissatisfied with their 
conditions of work. They were taken on at two guilders for each 
day’s work of ten and one half hours' duration. If they worked 
past noon - l.e., worked for more than one half of the working 
day • but stopped before the end of the day, they were paid only 
for the half day up to noon. After that, they were paid an hourly 
sum. calculated according to the rate of the daily wage. Besides, 
pimtmen were also feeling the squeeze of the worsening economic 
situation. They claimed that their wage rate was reduced by at 
least 25 per cent during the years before 1905.” 

The social and political condition of the British Guiana masses 
was as bleak as their economic existence. The condition of the 
lower-class masses In the slums of Georgetown and elsewhere 
was definitely depressing during the era of the sugar crash. Hous¬ 
ing was deplorable. Many of the inhabitants of the City resided 
in dilapidated old shanties. This existence was characterised by 
overcrowding, especially at night, lack of privacy and a conse¬ 
quent lack of self-respect, and an absence of common decency 
which might have been exacerbated by the communal standpipes 
which still evoke images of the Georgetown ‘nigger yards’ of this 
era. Within the houses, there was inadequate sitting room and 
ventilation, and this encouraged the widespread practice of sit¬ 
ting on doorsteps or on bridges. Yards and drains were usually 
littered with rubbish, thus providing the ideal conditions for dis¬ 
eases to thrive.” In these circumstances, it is hardly surprising 
that statistics show that by 1905 the life expectancy was shorter 
in Georgetown than in other parts of the Colony. Infant mortality 
was a high 201 per 1,000 children born in the Colony. In the 
City, it was higher still, being 232. The death rate tells the same 
story. Elsewhere in British Guiana, it was 28.3 per 1.000 in 
1904: in Georgetown, it was 44.7 per 1,000.” 

The poverty, disease and immorality of the Georgetown lower 
class proved conducive to crime, and spawned the self-styled 
’centipede’ boys and girls. They developed a pugnacious dlsre- 
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gard for authority and middle-class morality and an abrasive 
propensity to pursue their own proclivities. ‘Centlpedlsm' was 
an entire reaction syndrome to the lower-class reality. By 1899. 
the yards of Georgetown lower-class folk were almost synony¬ 
mous with rowdyism: 

The yards of the City, containing within their narrow 
limits many persons evil reputation, are. with some 
few exceptions, hotbeds of vice, drunkenness, and 
rowdyism, and there Is scarcely a street which does 
not have one or two yards which have obtained an 
unenviable notoriety for the blackguardism of its in¬ 
mates. some of whom it is said (sic) to reflect, take 
an amount of pride in their profligacy and dissolute¬ 
ness which would be difficult to get them to bestow 
on noble objects and laudable ambitlons.*^^ 

In 1904, the growth of‘centlpedlsm', which coloured the reaction 
of the lower class In the Protest of 1905 caused the Government 
to issue special legislation aimed against the adherents of this 
lifestyle." But it was not only In Georgetown that crime was 
increasing. In 1885, there were 14,421 offences reported to the 
police or to magistrates. These were 2.029 more than the number 
reported during the previous year. In 1885. the number of pris¬ 
oners committed was 7.195 as compared with 2.250 in 1884. 
The dally average number In prison ^so Increased, from 701 In 
1883 to 741 in 1884 and 880 in 1885." By 1905. this trend 
towards increased criminal activity was still very evident. In 1903/ 
04, there were 20.684 persons apprehended or summoned be¬ 
fore magistrates. In 1904/05. the number was 24,578. Offences 
against the person and praedlal larceny were again higher than 
in the previous year. There were 2.239 offences against the per¬ 
son reported In 1904/05, an increase from the 2,174 reported In 
1903/04. EHirlng the same period, offences for praedlal larceny 
increased from 212 to 379.™ 

These figures tell of the hard times brought to the population by 
the sugar crisis. So, too, do the statistics for the type of crime 
committed. As early as 1885, the authorities in the Colonial 
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Office felt that “the large Increase In the number of convictions 
for praedlal larceny is very significant of the hard times which 
were being felt by the labouring population of the country dls- 
tricts”/* The socio-political relations of this time reinforc^ the 
economic situation in the Colony, and were themselves products 
of the historical development of that economic environment. What 
was said of the villagers was equally valid for the entire working- 
class: 

... the views of the mass of the population were so 
rarely heard. The illusion of a consenting majority 
could be maintained partly because it was such a 
silent majority. And even when it was raised, the 
voice that spoke for the villager was hardly repre¬ 
sentative.^ 

It was only in times of mass protest that the voice of the majority 
was heard. This was Invariably when conditions became un- 
bearable and the masses, or sections of the masses, were forced 
to adopt ‘unconstitutional* ways of making themselves heard be¬ 
cause the Constitution did not permit them to participate in the 
legislature. At such times when they were not in protest, it was 
their class allies who spoke up for the poor. These ranged from 
the propertied |>etit-bourgeols (merchants, etc.) in 1871. to the 
'small* Coloured professional middle class’ in the 1890s and 
immediately afier.^^ But always, they represented the working- 
class on issues in which their Interests tended to mer^. And 
even the nationalistic middle class could not pretend to speak 
for the Indian immigrants who, to some d^ee, were separate 
from other sections of the working-class in terms of language, 
culture and the rigorous labour laws then in vogue. 

It was a high property qualification which ensured a narrow fran¬ 
chise and restricted political participation to the plantocracy and 
most members of the British Guiana middle class. This was 
largely true even after the 1891 constitutional reform, which was 
the legal culmination of a growing movement of protest against 
the domination of the economy and society by the plantocracy. 
Throughout this domination, it was the planters’ political con- 
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trol of the society which was the deciding factor in their retention 
of their dominant position. This was demonstrated particularly 
at times when the sugar industry > the planters’ economic base > 
was threatened, as happened during the crises which hit the in¬ 
dustry between 1834 and 1905. In such instances, it was their 
political power which gave the planters the authority to allocate 
the relatively scarce resources of the society to themselves and 
away from other sections of the economy. This narrow retention 
and use of political power was made easier by the connivance of 
most governors and the officials of the British Colonial Office, 
who feared the planter oligarchy more than they feared the 
masses.^^ 

After 1884. more and more social groups began to protest agcilnst 
the prevailing conditions. The lower classes found falling wa^s. 
bad working conditions and high taxation too great a burden. 
They found allies in the Georgetown merchants - mainly Portu¬ 
guese - who saw no benefit in the survival of the dominant sugar 
industry because it was achieved partly through the reduction of 
labour costs, and consequently decreased the purchasing power 
of the rural proletariat. It was upon these that the merchants 
depended for their prosperity, by virtue of being suppliers to re¬ 
tail shopkeepers in the countryside.^^ 

There was growing disaffection with the lack of representation in 
the legislature, and great distrust of the planters. One newspa¬ 
per expressed the view that ’’from the mock representation un¬ 
der which we live it would be madness to expect fair play".^^ 
Besides the lower class and the Georgetown merchants, the pro¬ 
fessional class was also against the policies of the Government. 
Together with Governor Henry Irving, the only Governor before 
1900 to stand up to the planters, they advocated economic diver¬ 
sification. changes in the tax structure, complete planter respon¬ 
sibility for immigration costs, rural (village) development, and 
also what amounted to the constitutional prerequisite of these: 
the reform of the Constitution and the weakening of the 
plantocracy’s power. 

The merchants and Coloured lawyers with Interests in the gold 
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industry also came out against the planters’ policy of resource 
control which caused the non-sugar sectors of the economy to be 
left relatively under-developed. Consequently, they advocated 
better communication with the interior by rail, that the planters 
bear the complete burden of immigration, and other departures 
from traditional planter policy. These formed the most radical 
group in the movement against the planters, which was encour¬ 
aged by reforms in parts of the British West Indies and Com¬ 
monwealth at this time.^ But for all this, it was a movement 
only in the vague sense that all these groups were in opposition 
to the planters. There was no unanimity, much less unity. 


The many electoral contests during this period, combined with 
Improved educational standards and the growth of the press and 
reduction in the cost of newspapers, had the effect of politicizing 
parts of the masses. This was particularly true of the working- 
class in Georgetown and the surrounding countryside. This task 
was undoubtedly made easier by the harsh socio-economic con¬ 
ditions which prevailed. They made the people especially recep¬ 
tive to political agitation. 

The new Constitution of 1891 still left the masses unrepresented. 
It merely resulted in a slight lowering of the franchise, permitting 
a rise in the electorate from 2,046 in 1891 to 2,375 in 1892, and 
3,067 by 1904. But even though there was a new accessibility of 
the legislature to merchants, some of whom were elected, the 
planters strengthened their position in the elections of 1901 

Thus, despite the ministrations of Governor Swettenham and 
Mr. Ashmore, the Government Secretary vdio together made some 
effort to reduce the pressure on the people,^® the situation was 
still bleak at the beginning of 1905 when Governor Hodgson 
opened the legislature.*® It was clear that British Guiana was in 
the grip of critical economic problems and of the socio-political 
troubles which largely resulted from these problems. Observers 
were unanimous in agreement of the necessity for immediate 
solutions, and almost so in forecasting impending doom, par¬ 
ticularly if palliative measures were not implemented with great 
expediency. However, they tended to be divided into two schools 
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of thou^t over the question of a solution. There were those who 
saw salvation in economic diversification, and usually looked 
optimistically to gold and/or rice for key roles In this remedy, 
llie others were almost all adherents to the monocrop sug^r 
mentality, which allowed for survival of the Colony economically, 
politically and socially only if sugar survived and predominated. 
Among those of the first group was W.A. Ireland who in 1897 felt 
that British Guiana was **between the devil and the deep sea”, 
and that the Colony’s problems could not be solved by halfway 
measures, lb him. the gold Industry offered a viable alternative 
to the unenviable position of national bankruptcy while having to 
provide for a hungry population.*’ Attention to the gold industry 
was the only alternative to “seeing a ruined Colony where once 
King Sugar ruled amidst opulence and prosperity”.** But If by 
the 1880s sugar was no longer King, he was certainly no less 
than Prince Regent, having merely given up the regalia of the of¬ 
fice and retained all the powers commensurate with it. 

Perh£q>s. the true measure of the continued overriding dominance 
and consequent importance of sugar, despite the recurrent crisis 
in the Industry, was Indicated by the fact that all H.J. Perkins 
could claim for gold, the chief pretender to the throne, was that It 
was “rapidly coming to the front, and will no doubt, if carefully 
fostered, be. before long the chief product of the Colony”.** Among 
those who placed faith in the ability of the sugar industry to re¬ 
vive itself, even at the expense of other sections of the economy 
and society, there was an apparent inability to divest themselves 
of the notion that for British Guiana, sugar was all and all was 
sugar. Perhaps, it is precisely because they refused to see a pros¬ 
perous future in any other industry that they showed a marked 
tendency to anticipate social convulsions ending in chaos attend¬ 
ing the decline or demise of the sugar industry. 

The Royal Commission of 1897 stood astride these two camps. 
While recommending the growth of an economically viable peas¬ 
antry and crop diversification, they considered it hard to over¬ 
state the evils which they thought to be consequent upon a col¬ 
lapse of the sugar industry. This position reflected the sober 
recognition that the ailing industry so dominated the economy 
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and society, that Its powerful Influence could not be easily abated, 
but that it was necessary to guard against a future recurrence of 
the Colony’s predicament throu^ economic diversification. The 
pulse of the sugar Industry was still an infallible symptom of the 
condition of the entire Colony. 

There were other observers who saw only social and economic 
tragedy in the decline of sugar and so sou^t by all means to 
prevent both. It is not difficult to find governors, who theoretic 
cally were supposed to be guardians of the interests of each sec* 
tion of the population, among the adherents to this view, which 
was synonymous with the thinking of the plantocracy. Governor 
Hemming was a classic example. Like Ireland and the Royal 
Commissioners, he rejected the view that the decline in the sugar 
industry would affect only a small section of the population. But 
unlike them, he felt that the interests of the entire Colony and its 
inhabitants were inextricably bound up with those of sugar. 
Hodgson in 1905 attached the same great importance to sugv 
as Hemming did in 1897.^ Underlying his insistence on retain¬ 
ing the sugar industry's position in the Colony, and thus the ex¬ 
isting property relations, were the e^qpectatlons which Hemming 
held for the masses, and his apparent refusal to see the entire 
economic burden under which they laboured. But for all this, he 
could not help feeling that there was something tragically wrong. 
He wrote in 1897: 

Even now it is almost impossible to avoid feeling that 
we are. as it were, sitting on a powder magazine. 
Orderly and peaceful as the population of the Colony 
generally is. it cannot be forgotten that it is composed 
of very inflammable materials, and a spark of disaf¬ 
fection. bred by distress or discontent may easily be 
fanned into a flame, ti^ch could only be extinguished 
at the cost of much money and bloodshed.” 

The inflammable materials were all around him. They had ex¬ 
isted in the society before the advent of Hemming to the Colony. 
The high taxation, low wages, lack of political participation and 
adequate representation, the intransigence of the ruling 
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plantocracy, the privileges of the bureaucracy - all these bred dls> 
tress, discontent and finally disaffection. ^ 1905. these condl- 
dons had generated latent tensions In the society. They erupted 
into events that engulfed Georgetown, the East Bank and the West 
Bank of the Demerara and compelled the indulgence of the 
masses, the middle classes, the AdministraUon and the Colonial 
Office imdl well into the following year. And indeed, this agitated 
state of the society was only extinguished at the cost of much 
money and much bloodshed. 
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11: The Origins of the Labour Movement 


Hosel. 



by 

• Woodford 


One of the major contributions of Afrlcan-Guyanese to the his¬ 
tory of twentieth-century Guyana was the birth and growth, es¬ 
pecially in its early stages, of labour organisation. This develop¬ 
ment was crucial to the alleviation of many of the conditions which 
adversely affected the life of the Guyanese working class. It was 
due. above all. to the daring and determination of one man. 
namely. Hubert Nathaniel Critchlow, and the dedication of his 
lieutenants in their struggle for the Colony’s working class. 


In 1900. the lot of urban and rural workers was unenviable. The 
cost of Uvlng was high, while wages were low and stationary. The 
working day was long and there was a high level of unemploy¬ 
ment and imderemployment. There were no trade unions or any 
other organisations to represent the workers in their struggle 
against oppressive, arrogant, and often Intransigent employers. 
To make matters worse, the workers lacked political representa¬ 
tion. for the Income and property qualifications which made citi¬ 
zens eligible to vote or sit in the local legislature were far beyond 
the reach of the poorly paid workers’ 


Ftirthermore. the Government was largely Indifferent to the plight 
of the workers. Thus, it failed to Introduce any legislation to 
regulate wages and hours of work. Rather, it supported the 
plantocracy and the mercantile community In their exploitation 
of the workers and used the military power at its disposal to 
suppress workers' protests. Its attitude was very evident in its 
reaction to a strike for increased wages by waterfront workers, 
led by Critchlow. in Georgetown in November and December 
1905.^ On that occasion Governor Hodgson told a meeting of 
strikers: 

If you break the law In connection with your griev¬ 
ances. it is my duty as governor of the colony, and as 
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Hubert Critchlow, c 1923 
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the person who has to protect the property and in¬ 
terests of the mercantile community to protect them.^ 

The support which he gave to the employers was a major cause 
of the failure of the strike. 

According to Critchlow. in an address which he delivered to the 
World Trade Union Conference of 1945, the genesis of the trade 
union movement in British Guiana can be traced back to this 
abortive protest in 1905. In this address, which he entitled “His¬ 
tory of the Trade Union Movement in British Guiana", he de¬ 
clared: 

Our working hours were lO'A. The system of a quar¬ 
ter day existed. There was no overtime for night 
work. We asked the employers to change these con¬ 
ditions. The reply was that we must take them or 
go. 1 organised a strike on the waterfront In Decem¬ 
ber 1905. Our claims were for an Increase of pay. 
which was very low. Truckers (called boys although 
adult men) made two shillings a day. They could 
scarcely get a whole day's work, taking cargo to the 
barn. 

There was no trade union. 2 uid the employers re¬ 
fused. So I got the working men. boys together, and 
they agreed that when there were six boats in the 
harbour they must strike. A great thing and at that 
time I did not know that all the estates in the coun¬ 
try followed us and struck on account of low wages.^ 


It was this protest which brought Critchlow into the limelight. It 
also made him realise the need for a trade union, for its failure 


was due partly to the organisational weakness of the workers. In 


January 1906, shortly after the suppression of the strike. Dr. 


Rohlehr. a middle-class spokesman for the strikers, at a meeting 


at the Town Hall in Georgetown called upon workers to form a 
trade union. Later in the year, a meeting was held at the Indus¬ 


trial Institute in Georgetown for this purpose, but did not result 
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in the formation of a labour union.* In fact, thirteen more years 
were to eU^>se before the establishment of a trade union became 
a reality In British Guiana. 

One major obstacle to the establishment of trade unions was the 
fact that, as yet they, as elsewhere in the British West Indies, did 
not enjoy legal recognition In the Colony. The need for a union i 
was accentuated with the outbreak in 1914 of World War I i^iich 
resulted in a signiflcant increase in the cost of living and other 
hardships for the working class whose already poor economic 
conditions deteriorated. There were numerous strikes and other 
work stoppages during the Wu*. Most of these protests were inef¬ 
fective. but a few of them were successful. P^uticularly fruitful 
was the IS-day strike of waterfront workers in Georgetown in 
January 1917 which forced employers to grant a wage Increase 
of 10 per cent and a reduction of the working day from lOV^ to 9 
hours. In December of the same year, some workers in 
Georgetown secured another wage Increase of 10 per cent.* 

These successes were due largely to the Initiative and enterprise 
of Crltchlow who continued to enhance his reputation as the un¬ 
disputed leader of the waterfront workers. Crltchlow continued 
to lead them in pressing their employers to grant further conces¬ 
sions. for the modest wage Increases were soon neutralised by 
the continuous rise in the cost of living. In March 1918. Crltchlow 
was dismissed by his employers after he refused to withdraw a 
petition to the Georgetown Chamber of Commerce requesting an 
8-hour working day.^ After his dismissal. Crltchlow was unable 
to secure employment anywhere in Georgetown and eventually 
he decided to devote his time and energies to organising work¬ 
ers. An early consequence of this decision was his founding in 
January 1919 of the British Guiana Labour Union (BGLU), the 
first trade union to be established in the Colony. 

Crltchlow's success in forming the Union was due to several fac¬ 
tors. Firstly, he profited from the growing solidarity among work¬ 
ers in Georgetown, particularly waterfront workers, especially 
after the strike of January 1917. FXirthermore. he was able to 
take advantage of his growing reputation among these workers. 
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He was also encouraged by support which he received from Sir 
Wilfred Collet who had assumed the governorship of British 
Guiana In >^rll 1917. 

Ontchlow had a significant meeting with Collet in December 1918 
when he led a workers' demonstration to Government House, as 
a result of which the Governor agreed to meet a small delegation 
of the demonstrators. Collet, recognising the difficulties which 
the workers faced and the obvious limitations of their system of 
representation, advised Crltchlow to establish a genuine trade 
union and to seek the assistance of unions in En^and. At a 
public meeting where this su^estion was disclosed to the dlsaf' 
fected workers, many paid the entrance fee on the spot and the 
BGLU was born with Crltchlow as its secretary-treasurer.* In 
June 1919, Crltchlow became the Union's full-time organiser with 
a salary of $20 a month. Later. In 1920. this was raised to $ 120 
a mon^ so as to enable him to meet the eligibility requirements 
for a seat in the Combined Court. 

The formation of the BGLU was clearly a result of the harsh socio¬ 
economic conditions faced by the working class who therefore 
wished to Identify with a body which would represent its cause 
effectively. Had it not been for the severe, depressed conditions 
in the Colony, there might not have been the need for the estab¬ 
lishment of a trade union to seek improved conditions for the 
workers. Thus. In 1922. Crltchlow stressed to a deputation from 
India which was Investigating the possiblUty of Indians settling 
in British Guiana, that he wanted the conditions "regarding drink¬ 
ing water, sanitation, etc., improved for those at home" before 
the local government embarked on any colonisation scheme.* 

From the inception, the BGLU. although deriving its strongest 
support from waterfront workers in Georgetown, was a general 
tmion. representing all workers Irrespective of occupation, loca¬ 
tion. or race. In addition to waterfront workers, its members 
included porters, labourers, tradesmen, sea defence and road 
workers, railway employees, and some estate workers. This gen¬ 
eral membership would prove to be a serious administrative prob¬ 
lem for Crltchlow. 
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In Its early years, the BGLU sought to extend its influence. It 
held frequent public meetings and concerts, especially at Bourda 
Green and at street corners in Georgetown. The popular venues 
were James and Albert Streets in Albouystown and Louisa Row 
and Bent Streets in Wortmanville. 

Because Crltchlow was under the constant surveillance of police 
and spies from the employer class, statistical data on the size of 
the crowds which attended these meetings are available. It was 
not unusual for these meetings to attract as many as 400 per* 
sons and for the Union to hold public meetings twice in a single 
day. These meetings also reflected the creativity of Crltchlow 
and his organisers as. on some occasions, entertainers with brass 
bands were In attendance and recitations were said. 

The Union also extended its activities to the rural areas of the 
Colony. According to Crltchlow, between 1919and 1920 he “roped 
in nearly the whole country. Every estate. I had to travel night 
and day to keep in touch."‘^ He also endeavoured with some 
success to establish branches of the Union In various areas of 
the countryside. In 1921. for example, he attempted to establish 
a branch on the island of Wakenaam in Essequibo. As late as 
1926. he continued to travel around the country to open new 
branches. In March 1926, he opened a branch In New Amster¬ 
dam in Berblce. While he was In New Amsterdam, he was in¬ 
vited by other villages in Berblce. including Smithfleld and 
Cumberland, to establish branches there. He was commended 
for this expansion by the editor of the New Daily Chronicle who 
observed: 

In this respect Mr Crltchlow has done his bit in the 
work of trying to get at the people, teaching them to 
use their own brains to think for themselves and 
guiding them In the performance of acting to secure 
the measure which should be meted to them. This 
is as it should be. and, with the exercise of prudence 
as well as of average intelligence, there is no reason 
why the Union should not achieve Its lofty destiny 
of uplifting the masses and cementing a practicable 
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and genuine appreciation between employer and 
employed." 

The initial efforts of expansion were designed particularly to en¬ 
sure that the Union did not collapse. They were so successful 
that by the beginning of Jan. 1920 the BGLU had 13,000 mem¬ 
bers and respectable savings of $9,700 in the bank. The sur¬ 
vival and success of the Union were a source of satisfaction to 
Crltchlow who was conscious of the view of critics that: **00 
Blackman could carry on anything for more than six months. 
Not surprlsin^y, the first anniversary of the formation of the Union 
was an occasion for special celebration at the Parade Ground in 
Georgetown. Rev. Ch^e delivered a sermon based on the eighth 
verse of the third chapter of the Book of Revelation: "Behold 1 
have given you an open door which no man can shut." Among 
those who paid tribute to the Union were Rev. H.W. Grant. Presi¬ 
dent of the Beterverwagting branch. FVancis Dias, the leading 
Portuguese politician; and Edmund FVedericks, an African- 
Guyanese barrister-at-law who two years later founded the Ne¬ 
gro Progress Convention (NPC). 

By the time of these first anniversary celebrations, it was evident 
that the fledgling Union and its leaders were beginning to make 
an impact. One of its earliest achievements for workers was in 
June 1919 when it succeeded in securing the abolition of night 
and Sunday work in bakeries. Increasing success bred greater 
militancy and more fearless action. In September 1920, for ex¬ 
ample. Crltchlow led a demonstration to protest against the Se¬ 
ditious Publications Bill. This was bold and emphatic action 
and it became increasingly clear to the colonial administration, 
the plantocracy and the mercantile class that the BGLU could 
not be diverted or dissuaded from its aggressive militancy on 
behalf of the working class. Later in the year 1920. the Union 
gained a number of concessions, including a further increase of 
wages for some workers and the appointment of a commission 
to investigate the cost of living, wa^s and other conditions af¬ 
fecting stevedores. The commission agreed that it was neces¬ 
sary to Improve these conditions by increasing wages. 
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The Union's next major success was in Its stni^e for legal sta¬ 
tus. Although It was active, it was not, and could not be. regis¬ 
tered because of the absence of legislation granting legal recogni¬ 
tion to labour organisations. In June 1921. however, owing largefy 
to pressure from the BGLU and the Colonial Office in London, 
harassed by the British Labour Party, the Colony's legislature 
passed a Trade Union Ordirumce le^llslng the existence of trade 
unions in British Guiana. The intervention of the Labour Party 
and the Colonial Office was a direct result of an appeal for help 
from Critchlow. prompted by his consciousness of the fierce hos- 
niiiy on the part of members of the Combined Court to the regis¬ 
tration of unions. 

One Important distinctive feature of the Ordinance, which pro¬ 
vided for the regulation and registration of trade unions, was 
that it protected the trade imlon movement in British Guiana 
from the attack of employers and damages as a result of strikes, 
in striking contrast to the 1917 Jamaican ordinance which did 
not confer such privileges to unions in Jamaica. Under the 
provisions of this June 1921 Ordinance, in July 1922 the BGLU 
was registered, thus becoming a legal entity. It was the first reg¬ 
istered trade union in the dependent British Empire. 

On 3 Juty 1922, shortly before the registration of the BGLU. the 
Union was able to persuade the legislature to Introduce a Rent 
Restriction Bill. This measure was designed to check the behav¬ 
iour of rapacious landlords who. from at least 1914, had been 
exploiting the situation of inadequate housing, especially in 
Georgetown, to Impose Increasin^y high rents on tenants. Such 
rents were a major contributor to the high cost of living which 
workers experienced. Not surprisingly, many tenants profited 
from the new legislation and applied to the Courts to fix their 
maximum rents. The relief was so substantial that a committee 
of tenants named 3 July 1922 ‘Critchlow Day’ in recognition of 
his success in securing the enactment of the Rent Restriction 
Ordinance. This concession, however, was only granted in re¬ 
turn for consent by the BGLU to the employers' proposal to re¬ 
duce wages for a second time within a year. \K^es had been 
reduced arbitrarily by employers in June 1921 without consult- 
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Ing the Union as a reaction to an International recession v^ch 
resulted in a foil In prices of the Colony's e3q>orts and the stagna- 
tion of overseas markets. It was with great reluctance that 
Critchlow agreed to the scheme to cut wages, but he viewed wage 
reduction as a means of checking retrenchment, to which em- 
ployers had begun to resort extensively as a response to the rt- 
cession. In 1923 and 1924. there were further drops in wages.** 

The Kent Kestrfctton Ordinance was only applicable for a year, 
but the BGLU campaigned successfully for its extension. Admit' 
tedly, some landlords eventually began to breach the Ordinance 
and Critchlow found it necessary on at least one occasion, namely 
in 1929, to send a petition to the Governor about the enforce* 
ment of the Ordinance.** 

Apart from rents and wages, the most major issue addressed by 
the BGLU in the 1920s was that of unemployment and underem* 
ployment. In Aug 1922 the Union staged several well-attended 
unemployment demonstrations to sensitise the Government and 
employers to the seriousness of the problem. It also passed reso¬ 
lutions about employment and requested the Government to g-ant 
relief by initiating public works, such as road repairs and con¬ 
struction. to provide work. In 1923. Critchlow petitioned the 
Government against the escalating levels of unemployment and 
underemployment but without any Immediate result. Eventu¬ 
ally. some relief was secured when labour was made available 
with the construction of a sewerage scheme in 1924. The Union, 
however, had to Insist that the Jobs be given to local workers in 
preference to those who arrived from the West Indian islands.*^ 

The Union continued to take action to alleviate the plight of the 
poor, especially the unemployed and underemployed. It offered 
social services such as a soup kitchen to fe^ the poor every 
Saturday morning. Furthermore, in 1930 Critchlow succeeded 
In getting the British Government to donate 52.000 agricultural 
tools to the Colony to enable the residents to supplement their 
living through agriculture. In May of that same year, the Union, 
in an effort to publicise the needs and problems of workers, ini¬ 
tiated the first of what became annual 'Labotu* Day' marches. It 
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aasuxned the responsibility for organising these marches until 
1942 ^en the British Guiana TVade Union Council (BGTUC) 
took over the task. 

In spite of its activities, the BGLU did not secure many signifi¬ 
cant benefits for workers in British Guiana in the latter part of 
the 1920s. In that period, however, it enhanced its reputation in 
the Caribbean and further afield. It was able to initiate the es¬ 
tablishment of a regional labour congress. Thus, in January 
1926. it hosted the first British Guiana and West Indian Labour 
Congress at the Public Buildings in Georgetown. The delegates 
Included Arthur Cipriani. President of the Trinidad Workingmen's 
Association; W.J. Lesperan and W.H. Bastick of Suriname; and 
Grantley Adams of Barbados. Thereafter the BGLU became ac¬ 
tively involved In the Caribbean trade imlon movement. 

Crltchlow also believed that his efforts to promote the welfare of 
workers in Britts Guiana would be enhanced by support from 
the international trade union community. He was therefore very 
visible in that community. In 1924. he went to London where he 
met members of the British Labour Party, the Trade Union Con¬ 
fess and other associations Interested in the colonies and ob¬ 
tained promises of assistance from them. In 1925 and 1930. he 
attended the British Commonwealth Labour Conference, where 
he presented the demands of the Guyanese working class. At the 
1930 Conference, for example, he demanded a reduction in work¬ 
ing hours, modification of the franchise to adult suffrage, labour 
representation in the Legislative Coimcll and social Insursmce. 
including old-age pensions and national health insurance, /dong 
with Cipriani, he also called for free meals and books for school 
children, klndergardens. prison reforms, promotion for police¬ 
men to commissioned-officer rank and the establishment of 
teacher-training coUeges.^^ 

The BGLU also gained the recognition of the international social¬ 
ist movement which was soliciting the support of trade unions 
all over the world.^ This recognition was strengthened in 1931 
when Crltchlow attended “The International Trade Union C^om- 
mlttee of Negro Workers" in Germany and “The International Red 
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Aid” in Russia. Such contacts caused Critchlow to be branded a 
Communist and to be regarded as dangerous by some of his 
critics. The Union also profited from the support of the British 
Labour Party In the United Kingdom with which Critchlow main¬ 
tained regular communication and from which he received en¬ 
couragement and guidance. F.O. Roberts, an official of the Party 
and of the British Trade Union Congress, was among the foreign 
delegates who were present at the Bom’s annual conference in 
Georgetown in 1926. 


By 1930, the BGLU could be credited with a number of signifi¬ 
cant achievements. This success was largely the result of several 
key factors. One of them was some of Critchlow’s virtues, such 
as his determination, aggression and energetic pursuit of the 
welfare of the working class. The Union also benefited during 
the vulnerable formative phase of its existence from the sympa¬ 
thetic attitude of Governor Collet who had some appreciation 
especially for Critchlow. This was very obvious in April 1919 
when Critchlow was in trouble in the wake of a mass-meeting 


which he held in support of his demand for an 8-hour working 
day. He was arrested and chared with sedition^* because he 
printed and circulated a handbill with the following militant verse: 


To arms to arms, ye brave 

The avenging sword and shield 

March on, March on 

All hearts, resolve to liberty and death. 


Collet intervened and the charge was dropped. Collet’s favour¬ 
able opinion of. and disposition towards. Critchlow were also 
evident in a dispatch to the Colonial Office in July 1920 in which 
he observed: 


Critchlow himself seems to be not an unreasonable 
man. but the members of the union are not always 
willing to take his advice, and in order to retain his 
position he is occasionally compelled to do what I 
think his better Judgement would disapprove.^’ 
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It was Indeed a fact that on numerous occasions when Critchlow 
faced crises in the Labour Union, he was forced to adopt a post' 
Uon which was In contradiction to his Ideals. 

The Union’s success was also due partty to the nature of the 
British Guiana Trade Union Ordinance, which protected It from 
victimisation and legal responsibility for damages that employ¬ 
ers suffered as a result of strike action. This protection enabled 
the BGLU not only to survive, but also to be more militant than It 
otherwise might have been. 

The Union’s e}q>erience was In striking contrast to that of many 
other unions In the Caribbean. Fbr example, while the BQLU 
progressed, the Longshoremen's Union, which was founded in 
Jamaica In 1908, ceased to exist by the end of World War I largely 
because the trade union ordinance that had been Introduced in 
Jamaica did not protect the union against damages which oc¬ 
curred as a consequence of strike action. In fact, as late as 1930. 
British Guiana was the only Colony in the Caribbean where the 
Trade Union Ordinance provided such protection. 

Finally, the cause of the BGLU was assisted significantly, espe¬ 
cially Initially, by the usefulness of its newspaper, the Labour 
Magazine. The Introduction of this medium of communication 
was considered necessary both for organisational purposes as 
well as to sensitise its members and the general public concern¬ 
ing the work of the Union. In fact, it is believed that the militancy 
of the Union and the forthrightness of the Labour Magazine were 
largely responsible for the enactment of Ordinance No. 17 of 
1921 which legalised the existence of trade unions in British 
Guiana. 

Even though these factors were crucial to the effectiveness of the 
BGLU. the Union achieved only limited success in the 1920s. 
The limited nature of its gains was particularly evident in its 
efforts to improve conditions for workers in the two vital areas of 
wages and unemployment and underemployment. It was also 
obvious in the Union's inability to secure an 8-hour working day 
for all categories of workers and in the failure of Its youth arm, 
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v^ch was established in 1924 but had become defunct by 1929 
owing to lack of support. Another failure which the BGLU expe¬ 
rienced was in its attempt to raise funds through cooperative 
business ventures. Its first such experience was in 1920 and 
1921. About January 1920 the Union decided to raise $3,000 to 
start a cooperative enterprise called the Industrial Trading Com¬ 
pany. Before all the shares were allotted, the members insisted 
that a start should be made. Credit was taken and the Company 
purchased 500 bags of rice at $8 a bag with the hope of retailing 
them at about $ 13 a bag within three weeks. Shortly after the 
purchase, however, the price of rice fell on the open market and 
the Company was forced to resell the rice at $7 a bag, thus incur¬ 
ring a loss. Not surprisingly, the Company declared Itself insol¬ 
vent soon after. In short, by June 1921 it had collapsed mainly 
because of mismanagement by its employees and its inability to 
compete with the prices offered by the merchants in Water Street 
in Georgetown. According to Critchlow. this failure lefi him with 
the idea that "in the interest of the workers we must get con- 

trol."*3 

Even more disappointing to the Union than this unsuccessful 
business venture was the failure of its main protest in the 1920s. 
This occurred in 1924 when, on 31 March, dock workers in 
Georgetown, in response to a call by the Union, went on strike to 
force their employers to meet their demand for higher wages. 
The strike was followed by a demonstration through the streets 
of Georgetown. On 3 April, a large group of workers from sugar 
plantations on the East Bank of Demerara. whose cause was 
also supported by the Union, set out on a march to the city to 
demonstrate solidarity with the striking dock workers. The group 
was stopped at Ruimveldt and eventually dispersed after a com¬ 
bined force of the Police and Militia fired upon the crowd, killing 
13 and wounding 24 workers. Ultimately, this use of force and 
other forms of opposition from the Government and lack of com¬ 
pliance by employers served to ensure the failure of the protest.^** 

In the 1920s. the most conspicuous failure the BGLU experi¬ 
enced was probably the sphere of political demands. It focused 
on political questions especially in the late 1920s when the Colony 
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was faced with the prospect, and then the reality, of the Introduc- 
tion of Crown Colony rule. Apart from Its opposition to Crown 
Colony government, the Union's major political demands in the 
1920s were the extension of the franchise to women, universal 
adult suffrage, the representation of labour in the L^lslatlve 
Council and self-government. Apart from the grant of the fran¬ 
chise to some women, none of these demands was met until at 
least the 1940s.^ The limited success which the BGLU achieved 
in the 1920s was due partly to its weaknesses and a variety of 
obstacles which it encountered. The most persistent and most 
formidable obstacle was the hostile environment in which the 
Union was established and for many years grew. The Union of¬ 
ten faced hostility from the ruling class and employers, espe¬ 
cially planters and merchants, many of whom regarded the rep¬ 
resentatives of labour as dangerous elements in the society. The 
Union was accused of fomenting strikes and other disturbances 
irrespective of their location. Critchlow and other Union offi¬ 
cials and their public meetings were usually subject to police 
siu^elllance.^^ Critchlow was conscious of such opposition and 
harassment. As he is reported to have observed during a public 
meeting in May 1928: 

He don’t want no man to get themselves in no trou¬ 
ble for the Government don't like him and they will 
do anything to put him in prison but he Is a free 
English subject and can speak as he likes. He don't 
mind how many spies is sent out to listen to him 
and to report him.*^ 

At that same meeting, he is also said to have remarked: 

There was a Colonel by the neune of Mekinniss, he 
send a Policeman to stop a dog from barking be¬ 
cause he can’t get to sleep and the police was unable 
to stop the dog from barking he charge the PC and 
fine him. Those are the same men against him al¬ 
though it is he who made them get more money on 
their salaries.^ 
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The BGLU also suffered from opposition from the press. There 
were some newspapers, especially those owned or controlled by 
the mercantile community, which were particularly hostile to the 
Union. They seized any opportunity to spread dissension among 
the working class and to imdermlne the leadership and mill' 
tancy of the Union.” 


In Its early years, the BGLU was severely affected by Internal 
strife. Basic to this problem was the fact that some middle-class 
Black and Colomed professionals who were supporters of the 
union felt that their education and experience made them better 
qualified to lead the workers than Ciitchlow who had been forced 
to leave school at an early age because of the death of his father. 
Rumours began to circulate In 1919 that Critchlow was an un¬ 
educated man and that the Union’s ftmds were too much for him 
to handle. 


At a meeting of the Union on 19 January 1920. it was proposed 
that he should hand over all the funds of the Union by 10:00 
a.m. on the following day to Dr. T.T. Nichols. J.S. Johnson and A. 
Me Lean Ogle, who were lawyers. The motion was rejected and a 
vote of confidence in Critchlow was passed. The fact was that, at 
that time, the Union was not registered and all the banks had 
refused to take deposits In Its name. The funds were therefore 
deposited in Crltchlow's name, but he had honestly held his 
trust.^ Serious attempts to oust Critchlow from his position In 
the Union continued for at least another year, but without suc¬ 
cess. The dissatisfaction engendered caused many members to 
lose confidence In the Union and to cease to associate with it. 


The declining membership, after the initial two years of growth, 
severely hampered the Union, as shown in the following statis¬ 
tics: 



This decline was due to other factors besides the internal strife. 
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mainly the economic depression in the Colony and its Impact on 
wages. Members of the Union complained that they were finan¬ 
cially Incapable of paying the dues. Some of them discontinued 
their membership because they felt that the Union had become 
impotent in its efforts to barg^ for higher wages. What they did 
not realise was that employers, especially the owners of the sugar 
industry, were reluctant to pay higher wages because, as they 
Insisted, they were not in a sound financial position. Perhaps 
the Union could have done more to sensitise its membership to 
the true dimensions of the economic crisis. Eventually, by 1930, 
it was forced to suspend its membership dues because of the 
falling off in membership.’* 


The numerical decline had a severe Impact on the Union, plung¬ 
ing it into serious financial straits. The financial statement for 
1929, for example, showed the income as only $1,030.69 and 
the expenditure as $1,022.74. Debts included unpaid salaries 
and rent. In these circumstances the Union had to curtail its 
activities and had no hope of acciunulatlng a strike fimd, which 
Critchlow had started in 1924.’’ Lack of financial and human 
resources meant that it was impossible for the Union to provide 
adequate representation for all workers in a territory as exten¬ 
sive as British Guiana. 


The Union’s effectiveness was also hampered by its lack of politi¬ 
cal influence. Critchlow was very conscious of this weakness. It 
was his opinion that the Government should be composed of 
representatives of the people. He was. of course, particularly 
concerned that labour should be represented. In 1939, when he 
appeared before the Moyne Commission, he expressed his view 
forcefully when he said: 

At the present time the majority of us have no vote 
and therefore no member of the Legislative Council 
is going to do anything for the people. I have been 
asking the government for certain le^slation since 
1922. The Interests impeding this legislation are 
strongly represented but the Interests desiring it are 
scarcely represented at all.” 
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In spite of these major obstacles and weaknesses, the BGLU not 
only survived but also, by 1930. managed to secure significant 
benefits for workers. Although Its leaders were mainly African^ 
Guyanese and Its strongest supporters were Afrlcan-Guyanese 
waterfront workers, the Union sought to represent all workers. 
lrresi>ectlve of race, occupation or location. It championed the 
cause of East Indian sugar estate workers especially on the East 
Coast and East Bank of Demerara. partlcul^ly from 1924. It 
collaborated with the British Guiana East Indian Association 
(BGEIA) In seeking better wages for these workers and In pro- 
vldlng leadership and direction to them.^ In short, the BGLU 
did not deviate from Its original purpose of being a general imlon 
which would represent all workers. This was recognised by many 
East Indian workers and spokesmen. Fbr example. In 1933. 
A.R. Khan, an East Indian member of the defunct Canadian Sea¬ 
men Union, observed: 

We hope everybody here will Join and become a mem¬ 
ber of the BGLU. It Is formed for every nation In the 
Colony and not for the Negroes only as some say. 
Without pressure Ladles and Gentlemen we will not 
get what we want. We have four enemies against us. 
the Lawyers. Ministers. Landlords, and the Capital¬ 
ists. Comrades you should consider your leader Mr 
Hubert Crltchlow, It is through his instrumentality 
that the Government has regard for the working class 
man.“ 

Crltchlow, however, was conscious of the limitations of the BGLU. 
He encouraged workers to establish their own unions. If they 
were dissatisfied with the BGLU. His principal concern was that 
all workers should become organised and properly represented. 

Through his influence many unions were established in the 1930s 
and 1940s, ushering in a new phase in the history of the trade 
union movement in British Guiana. The first such unions were 
the British Guiana Workers League, founded in 1931 by A.A. 
Thorne, and the Manpower Citizens’ Association, which was 
formed in 1937 and led by Ayube Edun.^ 
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12: The Coming of Crown Colony Government 

in 1928 

by 

James G. Rose 


The nineteenth century constitutional arrangement in British 
Guiana was a unique system of administration. The Court of 
Policy. Introduced In the 1690s.* was made up of the 
Commandeur, his secretary and two or three managers of the 
plantations belonging to the Dutch West India Company (WIC). 
This body met periodically to discuss the affairs of the Company 
and. on occasions, addressed attention to matters of judicial sig¬ 
nificance. In the beginning, this was a very informal arrange¬ 
ment but. some years later on 28 September 1718. it was insti¬ 
tutionalised as the Raad van PoUtie en Justltle - The Council of 
Policy and Justice.^ At the same time, the clerk of the Company 
was invited to become a member, while the secretary of the Com¬ 
pany was identified as the functionary next in au^orlty to the 
Commandeur.^ 

In 1739. after much agitation, private planters grudgingly were 
permitted to sit with the Company's managers in the Council.^ 
In 1746. six officers of the burgher militia were constituted into 
a College of Kiezers (Electors) with the express purpose of nomi¬ 
nating the representatives from the free planter community to 
the Council of Policy and Justice.^ Over a period, the Council of 
Policy was separated from the Council of Justice (1750). was 
enlarged and gathered to Itself diverse other functions.^ 

The evidence suggests that almost from the beginning there were 
divisions within the Council over issues, a few of which were 
critical to the ultimate structure and function of the organisa¬ 
tion.^ One of the really contentious issues was the jurisdiction of 
the Council over matters pertaining to the finance of Colony. There 
was a Company (King’s) Chest derived from customs duty and a 
head tax on slaves. This revenue was used to defray all colonial 
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expenses. There was, as well, the Colony Chest, over which the 
colonists exercised some measure of control by virtue of the fact 
that all contributory taxes necessitated their consent.^ The prob* 
lem here was the tendency on the part of the Commandeur to 
charge expenses perceived as belonging imder the Jurisdiction of 
the Company Chest to this fund. 


The other thorny issue concerned the role and function of the 
Klezers. Did they have rights so far as Company Issues were 
concerned, or were they restricted to Colony aifairs only? Since 
they were derived from the burner militia, their Jurisdiction over 
things colonial was understood. But the burghers preferred to 
be seen as having a Jurisdiction extending across Company af¬ 
fairs as well, and this produced early conflicts which had to be 
speedily resolved.® 


In 1784. a crisis arose when the States-General attempted to 
reduce the representation of the free planter community cuid, 
more importantly, the right of nomination, perceived as the elec¬ 
tive principle, from the burgher community, the College of 
Klezers . Protest and agitation produced an investigation in 1786 
resulting in the Concept Plan of Redress of 1787." 

The Plan was something of a mixed blessing for. while it offered 
the free planter community equal representation with the Com¬ 
pany officials, it seemed to be denying the right to discuss the 
ftnances of the Colony. It should be noted that equal representa¬ 
tion in itself was coming much later than it had been earned, for 
the free planters were by far the dominant economic group in the 
society. This fact was recognised in the enlargement of the mem¬ 
bership of a separate College for Demerara. The free planter 
community, however, was disturbed by the implied right of the 
Governor, in agreement with the Commandeur of Essequlbo and 
Demerara and sitting with the Fiscal, to control the revenue. This 
reversal created much distress and, as a consequence, on 12 
January 1795, new instructions suggested that the Government 
and College of Klezers should watch over the colonial fund. This 
Joint meeting took place on 22 June 1795. when the Court of 
Policy and the College of Klezers met to discuss matters of a 
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financial nature and decided that this combined coimcil would 
henceforth supervise the raising of funds and regulate its esqpendl- 
ture.^^ In this way. the College of Kiezers was, for this peculiar 
purpose, transposed into a Colley of Financial Representatives. 

The true implications of the combination of a single interest were 
soon realised, and the concession was withdrawn on 11 Jime 
1796. This brought to an end the functioning of what had come 
to be known as the Financial Department. These developments 
coincided with the capture of the colonies by the British, who 
retained possession pending the return to peace. It was argued 
convincingly by the plantocracy that the new arrangement, in 
which the Governor would put an estimate of annual expendl' 
ture to the Court of Policy, and allow the Combined Court to 
determine the ways and means of funding the estimate, was the 
practice at the time of capitulation. The Articles of Capitulation 
made sacred and Inviolable those institutions, practices and cus¬ 
toms which were In existence at this time. The planter commu¬ 
nity argued that its control over the revenue was a recognised 
practice at the time of the capitulation and therefore was to be 
continued by the British in keeping with the Artfcles of Capitular 
tlon.^* 

In 1803, the British took over the administration of the Guiana 
colonies for the third tlme.'^ The Artfetes of Cc^itulation under¬ 
took to uphold the existing institutions and practices, presum¬ 
ably confirming the Combined Court in its participation in the 
consideration of financial matters. The British were confirmed 
in their control of the colonies in 1814 and the colonies were 
unified in 1831. With the abolition of slavery, the old system of 
raising revenue by a tax on slaves could no longer work, so a new 
system had to be devised. The Colonial Office directed the Gov¬ 
ernment to Induce the Combined Court to grant the King's Chest 
a fixed sum of £17.500, in return for which it conceded to the 
Court that the Civil List. **... though continuing to be prepared as 
at present by the Court of Policy, shall be discussed in detail, 
freely, without reserve by the Combined Court...**'® In this way, 
the oligarchy gained British acceptance of its control of the rev¬ 
enues of the Colony. 
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Emancipation threatened the existence of the su^ economy. La¬ 
bour problems created the need for Immigration, and Immigra¬ 
tion generated a need for funding. This forced the planter oligar¬ 
chy increasingly to strengthen its stranglehold on the adminis¬ 
trative machinery, to the exclusion of all other Interests and. more 
often than not, at the expense of the Colonial Office.’^ This was 
vital to the interests of the planters since they needed to control 
finance to be able to assist themselves throu^ state funding. As 
interests other than sugar emerged, they demanded access to 
the political process, but this could not be granted at such a 
critical Juncture. The franchise was restricted. It was based on 
ownership of property and on the extent to which that property 
was cultivated. A^tation persisted against this form of discrimi¬ 
nation but. essentially, what was sought was not so much a change 
in structure and function as In eligibility. Limited gains were 
achieved in 1849. 1852 and again in 1855‘^ during periods of 
particularly Intense agitation. 


The second half, and particularly the final quarter, of the nine¬ 
teenth century, saw the sugar economy in deep and almost chronic 
recession. The peasantrywas also in decline. The independent 
Creole community was systematically dislodged from its huck¬ 
stering activities. The lal^ur force was being contracted and the 
wage rate considerably reduced. The Independent embryonic 
Portuguese commercial sector was also ailing in the wake of the 
recession in the dominant sugar economy.'* All sectors clam¬ 
oured for relief and sought amelioration through political action. 
By the 1880s. the need for constitutional reform of a profound 
nature was admitted by the Colonial Office, its local chief serv¬ 
ant, Governor Henry T. Irving, and the planter oligarchy.** 


In the attempts to deal with this situation, however, the Colonial 
Office was restrained by countervailing issues, especially the col¬ 
our question. Liberalisation of the franchise would lead to In¬ 
creasing access of Africans to the legislature and. since they en¬ 
joyed a numerical preponderance in the population, it was not 
difficult to foresee their taking complete control of this body even¬ 
tually. But the Africans were considered unsuited for the exer¬ 
cise of power, particularly in so far as this power could be used 
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against White economic Interests. This was of critical impor- 
tance because, as the Whites perceived it. Africans. knowl¬ 
edge of economics, finance and commerce has oft times not a 
very deep foundation..."** 


It was also no secret that the disaffected African peasantry and 
Creole groups were still at war with the White oligarchy. Their 
repeated calls for state-funded drainage and irrigation and a re¬ 
laxation of the prohibitive and punitive tax system, and the con¬ 
sistent rebuffs which they suffered from the White power struc¬ 
ture. were compelling reminders of this contest.** The anti-Por¬ 
tuguese riot of 1889 was essentially displaced anger by the 
urban Creole sector.*® 


Once again, the survival of the sugar economy depended on the 
control of the political process. The 1891 reforms abolished the 
College of Kfezers and introduced direct elections for the elected 
section of the Court of Policy by those already qualified to vote 
for the Financial Representatives. The Court of Policy was en¬ 
larged from 10 to 16 by the addition of three official and three 
elected members. The electorate was also enlarged by a prop¬ 
erty qualification of the ownership of immovable property to the 
value of not less than $7,500, and the reduction of the income 
qualification from $600 to $480 per annum for access to the 
franchise.*^ 


These gains were carefully counterbalanced by the exclusion of 
aliens, a measure aimed at immigrant Portuguese, and the reten¬ 
tion of the iniquitous system of open voting. The establishment 
of an Executive Council, to which was transferred the executive 
and legislative functions of the Court of Policy.*® was exceedingly 
significant. This transfer of functions effectively emasculated the 
Court of Policy. Finally, the Governor was Invested with the power 
to dissolve the Court of Policy and unseat the Financial Repre¬ 
sentatives. These measures were all designed to strengthen the 
hand of the Governor and the Government section of the legisla¬ 
ture.*® But at the same time, they were Intended to secure the 
special Interest of sugar from the aggressive competition of other 
economic interests.** 
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Since Africans were totally unacceptable and the Coloured class 
was not wholly accredited," the W^te section was expected to 
continue its dominance over the system. Yet. the conceded re¬ 
forms reduced the alienation of the commercial class and gave it 
access to the political system." This was signlflcant since it split 
and isolated the African and Coloured sections." Indeed, the 
earliest post-1891 evidence indicated quite clearly that the Col¬ 
oured had lost ground to the White commercial sector. In the 
pre-reform representative roll, there were thirteen Europeans, 
four Coloureds and one African. These were made up of four 
plantation proprietors, three attorneys, one planter, two bank 
managers, the manager of one of the local railway companies, 
three merchants and three barristers. Under the new Constitu¬ 
tion, the election results revealed that out of fourteen persons 
elected, two were proprietors of sugar estates, two attorneys, three 
planters, five merchants and two lawyers. The planter class, like 
the Coloured group, had lost ground to the commercial class.^^ 

In fact, even though they were to some extent responsible, the 
reforms to the Constitution do not alone account for this slight 
shift. The reforms In the franchise Indicated a widening of the 
electorate: yet, while the 1891 electoral roll numbered 2.210. the 
immediate post-reform electoral roll stood at the reduced number 
of2,046." The very belief that the reforms were not only moder¬ 
ate. but. in a real sense, a betrayal of the Coloured class may 
have influenced some of the former voters against registration. 
On the other hand, many aliens previously enfranchised were 
now disenfranchised. There was also the problem of military 
service. It would seem that "...after 1891. all those registering 
for the franchise would also in effect have declared themselves 
available for military service," which seems to have been unpopu¬ 
lar among some sections of the community." 

The machinery did not function in a manner encouraging to the 
newly enfranchised. There were complaints about a shortage of 
registration forms^ and, in addition. Africans and Coloureds were 
deliberately obstructed in their efforts to become registered." It 
seems that every opportunity was taken to deem them Illiterates 
or. in other ways, ineligible." Furthermore, the time available 
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was much too short and many of the newly qualified seemed 
unaware of the procedure as well as the Import. Then too. min* 
ers and those in the timber industry located In the interior were 
totally excluded.^ Finally, the iniquitous practice of the open 
ballot discouraged many from participating for fear of vlctimlsa> 
tion in one form or another.^ 


On the one hand, it was not difficult to explain the moderation of 
the reforms. The Colonial Office was not prepared to be liberal 
at the expense of the planter class, already burdened with seri¬ 
ous economic problems.^ It was reluctant to encounter the criti¬ 
cisms anticipated in the British Parliament from the strong lobby 
which supported colonial economic activity.^* Also, the grave 
importance vdilch it attached to the procurement of an enlarged 
Civil List discouraged any attempt at radicalism.*^ On the other 
hand. Governor Sir Henry Irving was resolute about meaningful 
changes. He was strongly against a Constitution in which **...one 
Interest only is represented and in which that Interest can, ^en 
it may deem proper to do so. bring about a deadlock in public 
affairs’*.*^ Irving was enterprising. He persuaded the planters 
that changes were necessary. However, he was abrasive and, in 
the circumstances, the Colonial Office deliberately withheld 


changes until he was replaced.** Governor \^ount Gormanston 
actually encouraged the planter oligarchy to oppose any attempt 
to change the Constitution.*^ 


The Colonial Office, the Governor, and the planter body were 
able to get away with this oolte face because, in reality, there was 
an absence of a really radical pressure group bent on achieving 
meaningful changes. The middle class was composed of two 
conservative elements: firstly, the domestic capitalist who wanted 
to be granted privileges similar to those enjoyed by foreign capi¬ 
tal. and secondly, a Coloured and African Intelligentsia/profes¬ 
sional group who wanted recognition, but who, at the same time, 
was suspicious of similar ambitions of the African working-class. 
Neither element craved profound structural changes. It was easy 
therefore for the Colonial Office to satisfy such demands by of¬ 
fering limited concessions. There was. as always, the commit¬ 
ment given in 1803 to honour the Articles of Capitulation. All 




Themes in African-Cui/anese History 



The Coming of Crown Colony Government 

the same, it Is significant to note that the Colonial Office never 
perceived itself as duly hampered. Thus, the Secretary of State 
told Governor Gormanston: 

In... yoiu* request for instructions as to how far any 
reform of the Constitution of the Colony can be ef¬ 
fected without Imperial Legislation. I have to acquaint 
you that as the Colony was added to the British do¬ 
minion by conquest confirmed by the concession 
contained in the Treaty of 1814. the power of mak¬ 
ing laws was from the first, exercisable by the King 
in Council.*^ 

In short, it was not that the British Government could not but. 
rather, that it chose not to. legislate for the Colony. Yet. what was 
not manifest was latent. In 1896. secret balloting was intro¬ 
duced. The Colonial Office for some time was bothered by the 
abuses of open balloting and in 1891 had reluctantly conceded 
this clause. The timely withdrawal of this device one year before 
the general elections of 1897 helped other interests to exploit the 
latent flaws in the 1891 Consfituflon.^ 

F\irthermore. it does seem that the reverses of the 1892 elec¬ 
tions inspired the Coloured and Afhcan elements to improve their 
performance at subsequent elections. Their politics became more 
radical, more flamboyant and better organised. The report of 
the Royal Commission of 1897 gave added impetus to those op¬ 
posed to the sugar interest, when it virtually certified the death 
of the sugar industry and demanded recognition of other forms 
of economic activity.^® Moreover, the issue of race, never far be¬ 
low the surface, emerged as a critical factor in all subsequent 
election campaigns.®® Finally, there definitely was a new con¬ 
sciousness. mauiifested in intense working-class militancy and 
protests.®* 

While working-class organisations, still few in number, were not 
directly associated with any particular political organisation, and 
although no really mass-based political party was in existence, it 
appears that a direct correlation existed between working-class 
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restiveness and hel^tened consciousness among the masses. 
This was recognised by the middle-class politicians who chose 
to exploit the African platform. This encouraged those Africans 
and Coloureds recently admitted to the franchise to stand more 
solidly with the African and Coloured caucus. The result was 
the Increasing gains of these politicians and the corresponding 
marginalisation of European representation in the legislature. 

This ouster of the White element is critical to an understanding 
of what was to take place in the 1920s. In the immediate post¬ 
reform elections this consequence was not obvious, but it be¬ 
came increasingly evident, particularly when further liberalisa¬ 
tion took place in 1909.’^ Such a development was important 
because the bulk of the newly enfranchised came from the lower 
classes, particularly African and Coloured, and some second- 
generation Indians. This class of voter had its own concerns, 
grievances and ambitions, and it was apparent that these did not 
coincide with those of the White oligarchy.*® 

This divergence produced a shift in electoral Issues which tended 
to radicalise the political process.*^ The oligarchy complained 
that the process had been vulgarised,** a factor which may par¬ 
tially account for its withdrawal. Its inability to carry the new 
issues convincingly to the recently enfranchsled seems to have 
been another motivating factor. Farther, the fact that the dis¬ 
torted socio-economic formation produced recurrent racial is¬ 
sues kept the Whites on the defensive, making some of them 
extremely unpopular, particularly at election time. This prompted 
some of them to withdraw from politics even when an electoral 
contest was unnecessary.** The fact that their concerns and 
ambitions were still given priority consideration in the Executive 
Council would have considerably helped to ease their withdrawal 
from public contest.*^ 

In addition, the introduction of secret balloting reduced the pos¬ 
sibility of victimisation and ensured a greater measure of confi¬ 
dentiality.** The planters* control of the electorate through coer¬ 
cion and mystification was thus undermined, thereby helping to 
reduce their efficacy at the polls. 
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As early as 1897. Edward Davson. an Englishman, planter and 
bigot, proposed the abolition of the 1891 Constitution on the 
groimd that too many Africans had been enfranchised. He la- 
mented the fact that African representatives with no stake in the 
economic well-being of the Colony had begun to take over the 
legislature ” In a lecture to the Koyel Colonial Institute. Davson 
declared: **! do not believe that in any Colony of the Empire the 
White element should be subject to the coloured whether it be 
African, brown (M-yellow...*^ In 1889, Rev. J.G. Pearson was even 
more explicit. He lamented ‘*the futility of speaking of legislating 
for. and treating, the Africans as upon all fours with ourselves.’^' 
He had earlier noted: 


We govern him by the same laws as we govern our¬ 
selves and that in the abstract is li^t. but probably 
in practice laws apparently equitable would prove 
tenfold more beneflcient... we owe it to the Negro to 
think for him. to help him by placing over him trust¬ 
worthy men armed with almost feudal authority to 
enforce such social duties as devolve upon him and 
so save him from himself... We legislate as men for 
men; and so far as men are concerned all is well, but 
the Negro is a child.^ 

This attitude was signiAcant since It aggravated already existing 
tensions between the Africans and Whites as the economy con¬ 
tinued to founder and black faces increasingly appeared in the 
legislature. The appearance of African representatives in the 
Combined Court was particularly fii^tenlng to the planter class 
and the commercial Interests. This development would have been 
a spectacle of more than passing concern to these economic in¬ 
terest groups at any time in colonial history but was even more a 
concern since the collapse of the local economy in the 1880s. 
Control of the Combined Court once again became increasingly 
Important as the crisis prolonged and deepened. Working-class 
protests began in a disorganised fashion in the first decade of 
the twentieth century but became more organised and broad- 
based in the second decade.^ World War 1 brought temporary 
relief to the employer class, but none to the disaffected worklng- 
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class. Control of the political process was necessary to Influence 
the concessions dispensed to workers in an effort to defuse their 
militancy. Yet. because of the political gains of the Coloureds 
and the Africans. It was difficult to exercise this control. In 1922. 
the Chief Secretary, and on occasions Officer Administering the 
Government, made this telling point: 

So far the effect of the (1891) reform has mainly been 
to transfer to the African and Coloured element much 
of the power formerly possessed by the planters while 
leaving the Government of the Colony still in a per> 
manent minority... In the Combined Court... For 
when sugar was King, the Combined Court did at 
least continuously pursue a policy which would ben> 
eflt the su^ industry. But since the reforms of 1891 
it is questionable whether any definite policy what- 
ever has been consistently pursued by the Combined 
Court.*^ 

There were, of course, two sides of this perceived inconsistency. 
In the first place, it was no secret that the incumbents were not 
revolutionaries bent on the destruction of sugar.®® This was 
manifest in the Joint appeal made to the Commission led by E.KL. 
Wood for the amelioration of conditions adversely affecting the 
sugar industry.®® That the Combined Court was not ipso facto 
anti-plantation or anti-White was always an accepted fact, some¬ 
times worrying to African lower-class leadership. But whereas 
in the past sugar, as King in the Combined Court, could use its 
command of this forum to exclude Itself from its obligations to 
colonial weUare, it could no longer do so as a consequence of the 
marginalisation of its influence in the Combined Court. Equally 
crucial was the fact that the incumbents were not reluctant to 
apportion sugar its fair share of taxation.®^ 

Since the beginning of Constitutional Government, and particu¬ 
larly since 1798, the planter’s control of the Combined Court 
had ailways been a critical factor in his survival of one crisis after 
another. On three occasions, in 1835.1840 and 1847-8, planter- 
controlled Combined Courts had refused to vote the supplies. 
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and the Government had been forced to grant concessions.” In 
1887. Governor Irving was moved to complain about this stran> 
glehold. noting that: 

.. .a Constitution in which one interest only is repre¬ 
sented and in which that Interest can. when it may 
deem proper to do so bring about a deadlock, in 
public affairs... is politically Indefensible, and nec¬ 
essarily breaks down the moment the elective mem¬ 
bers come into collision with the Government acting 
on behalf of the unrepresented classes.” 

When the planter oligarchy was displaced in the Combined Court, 
this monopoly was transferred to the new incumbents. The mere 
fact that the new controllers were Africans and Coloureds fright¬ 
ened the plantocracy. the commercial class and the Colonial Of¬ 
fice. All were still convinced that sugar should be treated as 
special and became perturbed on those occasions when the Com¬ 
bined Court failed to do so. This is not to suggest that the Com¬ 
bined Court was unaware of the importance of sugar to the eco¬ 
nomic welfare of the Colony. Nor was the Combined Court, as a 
group, uniformly opposed to protection for sugar. The crux was 
that it was not prepared to offer uncritical support and protec¬ 
tion to sugar exclusive of all other economic interests. In a real 
sense, while sugar remained important, it was no longer per¬ 
ceived as the only important economic activity in the Colony. 
Henceforth, it would have to share its importance with other sec¬ 
tors of the colonial economy. 

This was but one consequence of the post-1891 shift in power in 
the Court. There were two other effects of similar significance. 
One was the lukewarm support given to the Government’s devel¬ 
opment programme in the Court. The other concerned the gen¬ 
eral implications of the Court, with its new composition and its 
control of taxation, for attracting overseas funding and invest¬ 
ments. both of which were accepted as critical to economic re¬ 
covery.^® While the withdrawal of uncritical support for the sugar 
economy was considered grave, what was interpreted as the 
Court's lack of sympathy for the problems faced by the Govern- 
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meni was an even more serious cause of concern. The Colony 
hovered on the brink of economic collapse and an ‘unpatriotic* 
and ‘Irresponsible* group of politicians was seen to be bent on 
facilitating economic dis^ter. 

The situation was not quite as simple as official critics often con¬ 
tended. The Government made up the annual budget and pre¬ 
sented it to the Combined Court. This body was charged with 
raising the revenue to fund the estimates. Hie Court could de¬ 
lete items or reduce the cost of Items in the estimates, but it 
could not add items thereto. In its deliberations, the Court de¬ 
cided who. and what, were to be taxed for the current year. Herein 
lay the first crisis. When the planter oligarchy was in charge, the 
burden of taxation fell heavily on the unrepresented classes and. 
to a lesser extent, the commercial sector. When other interests 
took control of the Coiut. they sought to correct this disequilib¬ 
rium by redistributing the taxes and by bringing some measure 
of relief to other sectors and to the poor, by attempting to curb 
Government spending.These initiatives gradually produced 
deficits and these induced the Court to levy taxes on the domi¬ 
nant sectors of the economy, namely sugar and bauxite.” 

In the posM916 period, considerable controvert ra^d over the 
Increasing magnitude of government spending, particularly since 
this coincided with a severe economic crisis, underemployment, 
unemployment, wage cuts and high taxation.” The Court charged 
the Government with reckless spending, while the Government 
accused the Court of indifference, tardiness and sabotage. It is 
important to note, however, that towards the 1920s. in direct 
response to chronic economic recession, the Government had 
initiated serious measures to expand and diversify the colonial 
economy. These efforts necessitated an ever-expanding bud^t. 
Simultaneously, the recession forced the Government to seek to 
have more and more members of the establishment on the per¬ 
manent Civil List.” Both trends tended to inflate the annual 
estimates and this raised the ire of the Court. When some names 
were struck off the List or their salaries questioned or reduced, 
both the Government and the Colonial Office accused the Court 
of scaring away public servants, thereby impeding economic 
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development and aiding a prolongation and a deepening of the 
economic crisis. 

FXirthermore. it was believed that the reluctance of the Court to 
support uncritically everything put before it its taxing of the domi¬ 
nant economic sector and its general attitude of hostility to the 
Government Jeopardised the Colony’s chances of benefiting from 
the best overseas funding available.^ The best loans, particu¬ 
larly those contracted throu^ the Crown Agents and guaranteed 
by the British Government, were to be had at much lower inter¬ 
est rates than those obtained through other agencies.^ The ex¬ 
clusion from Crown Agents’ assistance automatically deprived 
the Government of much needed capital for development projects. 
Similarly, the inability of the Government to be assured of inter¬ 
nal funding through the Court rendered the Colony's ability to 
repay or service any debt contracted internally or externally ex¬ 
ceedingly unpredictable.^ This weakness placed the Colony in 
an unfavourable light to donors and lenders in general. At the 
same time, taxes such as those levied on sugar, an ailing indus¬ 
try, and bauxite, a new economic venture, tended to frighten away 
prospective investors to the detriment of the Colony.^ 

In these circiunstances, the Colonial Office chose to blame the 
Court for the Colony's Indebtedness. Essentially, what ought to 
have been argued was that, by not granting enough financial cov¬ 
erage to the colonial budget, the Court may have contributed to a 
deficit in the budget. F\irthermore. by this same reluctance, the 
Court may have reduced the avenues for external assistance and 
thereby inhibited economic recovery. In either case, the Court 
might have Justifiably responded that by not supporting the Gov¬ 
ernment’s liberal fiscal policy, it was attempting to put a brake 
on government’s spending at a time when prudence was neces¬ 
sary. bearing in mind the problems in the economy.®' The accu¬ 
sations were presented in a form suggesting that the Court was 
in some way responsible for the excessive spending. This was 
wholly unfounded, since it was the Government which made up 
the estimates and. while the Court could delete, it could not add 
to the estimates. The crisis stemmed from the reluctance of the 
Court to support the Government’s programmes.®^ 
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The Colonial Office chose to see and interpret this conflict in 
terms of a group of elected representatives possessed of power 
but at the same time devoid of a proper sense of responsibility. 
The Gk)vemment. on the other himd. was deprived of power in 
the Court. It was also subject to strict accountability to the Brit¬ 
ish Government and the general public for its inability to bring 
economic relief to the Colony.^ This *\vholly untenable" situa¬ 
tion. it was argued, had to be speedily corrected. Yet this was not 
a novel situation. 

Perhaps the most important innovation of the 1891 reform was 
the Executive Council. While in a formal sense such a council 
did not exist prior to 1891. an informal arrangement permitted 
the Court of I^llcy the exercise of some of the duties of an Execu¬ 
tive Coimcil.^ This relationship did not of course apply in mat¬ 
ters of 'overriding imperial concern’ for. on such occasions, the 
Governor could, and nearly always did. act on his own.^ Fur¬ 
ther. since the Court of Policy had not been appointed an Execu¬ 
tive Council, the Governor was never duty-bound to consult with 
it or to be guided by such advice as was given when consultation 
did take place. Finally, while the records tended to suggest that 
such consultations took place with the Court of Policy, the prac¬ 
tice was to consult only with the official section, and not so much 
with the elected representatives.®® 

Some particularly influential and amenable members of the plant¬ 
ing community, who happened to be among those elected to the 
Court of Policy, also may have had access to the consultative proc¬ 
ess. This nexus between important economic interests and ex¬ 
tra-legal consultation was critical, since at all times, economic 
interests, and therefore access to the consultative process, coin¬ 
cided with whiteness, and may in fact explain the functioning of 
this body. It appears that this pseudo-executive arrangement, 
notwithstanding occasional minor controversies, continued sat¬ 
isfactorily until the advent of the Coloured and. in some respects, 
commercial Interests. It was at this juncture that the Executive 
Council became a ‘fall-back’ position of safety from pressure 
politics, intended to strengthen the hand of the Government, to 
preserve planter prestige, and to protect his vested Interests. 
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After 1916, the Executive Council became the locus of contro- 
versy, not so much because it relieved the Court of Policy of the 
administrative functions which this latter body had been accus- 
tomed to performing and which it had come to see as its right, 
but rather because subsequent Governors chose to violate the 
spirit in which the Executive Council was expected to fimction.^^ 
FVom the beginning, there were complaints that the Executive 
Council had Increased the strength of the Governor at the ex¬ 
pense of the legislature. It was also noted that it disrupted the 
calm and goodwill which had characterised the consultative proc¬ 
ess. Now that the Governor was authorised to nominate mem¬ 
bers of the Court of Policy to the Coimcil. he had created a seri¬ 
ous division among the ranks by choosing only from among the 
nominated representatives. Farther, since the proceedings of the 
Council were secret, the rest of the Court of Policy in effect was 
excluded from participation in the Executive Council. 

In the beginning however, successive Governors did in fact ap¬ 
point elected representatives to the Executive Council, but con¬ 
troversy arose over the tendency to appoint either planters or 
their White sympathisers. In fact, the Governors placed consid¬ 
erable store on the advice which they could, and did. receive from 
those colonial notables. Consultation with such worthies was 
preferred over that with any other sector of the society. This was 
illustrated in the treatment meted out to the elected representa¬ 
tives. They were considered unofflclals and as such were eligible 
for appointments to the Executive Council. But since the Consti¬ 
tution did not stipulate elected representatives, this was not nec¬ 
essarily a right, even though, as elected representatives in the 
Court of Policy, they had every expectation of such nomination 
and indeed some of them were so appointed. Subsequently, as 
the White sector became smaller in the Court of Policy, and its 
places were taken by Africans. Coloureds. Portuguese and. after 
1912, Indians, it was more difficult for Governors to recruit White 
nominees to the Council. As a consequence, in 1916. Governor 
Wilfred Collet discontinued the practice of nominating from within 
the Court of Policy.®* 

Collet stated that he found the elected representatives cantan- 
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kerous and hostile.^ Subsequent governors found support for 
his policy in the Colonial Office, where the thinking was that the 
inclusion of the elected representatives was essential only as a 
preparation for responsible Government.*^ Since British Guiana 
was not considered as being set on this course, it was not con¬ 
sidered necessary to nominate the elected representatives to the 
Council. The varying of the old practice created unnecessary but 
fertile ground for animosity between the elected representatives 
and the Government, producing in a very real sense an almost 
unified opposition within the Court of Policy** which was trans¬ 
ferred to. and was bitterly fought out in. the Combined Court. 
This contest resulted in interminable financial disputes, always 
with racial overtones, that would help to bring about the final 
withdrawal of the Constitutton. 

There could be no doubt that Governors such as Collet in no way 
actually violated the Constitution when they chose to exclude the 
elected elements from the Council. Their action received the open 
support of the Colonial Office. The problem was that the period 
was one of severe economic recession when unity among all the 
sectors was important. The conditions for this unity were cre¬ 
ated when elected representatives served in the Executive Coun¬ 
cil and came to see themselves as part of the Government. On 
the other hand, these conditions were subverted when elected 
representatives were excluded. No doubt, this explains why the 
Governor frequently found it difficult to win the support of any 
member of the elected representatives in time of dire need.** After 
1916. no representative felt responsible or obligated enough, by 
virtue of his inclusion in the Executive Council, or camaraderie, 
to support the Government's position. Any such sympathy wiis 
alienated; all opportunities for establishing a coalition were pass(;d 
over and militant opposition was the result. 

In the midst of all of this, the Commission led by E.EL. WockI 
visited the Colony. Its report pronounced optimistically on tlie 
future prospects of the Colony, expressed satisfaction with tlie 
workings of the Constitution and seemed oblivious of the prob¬ 
lems and seething anger of the dispossessed. The brief post-wsu* 
boom ended in the-mld 1920s. and the Colony was Immediately 
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afiOicted with a new recession in the economy. Unemployment 
and underemployment increased.^ Prices went up and wages 
were cut twice, once in 1921 and again in 1922.^ Rents, which 
were normally high, rose and tenants, particularly those drawn 
from the working-class who could not normally pay their rents, 
now found such obligations impossible.^ 


The people took to the streets demanding employment, living 
wages and rent restrictions. This resUveness was not conftned 
to the urban areas; estate workers took strike action and threat¬ 
ened to Join with the urban dispossessed to force concessions 
from the employer class. The colonial authorities panicked, the 
police opened fire and 12 workers were killed at Pin. Ruimveldt 
in 1924.^ Middle-class politicians. Portuguese, Coloured. Afri¬ 
can and Indian, made capital of the crisis. They appeared promi¬ 
nently among the dispossessed, agitating and articulating but 
doing little else since, in a real sense, they were themselves una¬ 
ware of the wider crisis in international capitalism, and perhaps 
even more so because they were themselves afraid of a militant 
working-class.®^ 


On the political front, the situation was complex. The process of 
middle-class displacement of the planting interest in the legisla¬ 
ture was accelerated as a consequence of the ongoing struggle, 
party organisation and increasing enhancement of the recently 
enfranchised. A bitter contest produced a stalemate in the may- 
oral elections of 1922. resulting in an acrimonious libel suit. One 
daily newspaper was forced to close its doors as a result of the 
court judgement.®® The Popular Party emerged as a significant 
politl^ force, appearing to be more than a mere election cam¬ 
paign organisation. It capitalised on the various Issues abroad 
and joined in the general agitation of the British Guiana Labour 
Union (BGLU). The election campaign of 1926 was bitterly con¬ 
tested. Economic development and political reforms, not unex¬ 
pectedly. were the major issues. The Popular Party won the elec¬ 
tions. but the results were immediately challenged®® and. as a 
consequence, flve of eight candidates were unseated by the Court. 
Against this background, the financial situation reached a criti¬ 
cal level and was exploited by the plantocracy to reverse the 
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electoral results by brlngiiig about the eventual overthrow of the 
Constitution. 

The Court controlled the fiscal system, devising ways and means 
of raising the taxes to fund the annual estimates. Increasingly, 
however, conflict emerged over what the Court perceived as ex¬ 
travagance on the part of the Executive and what the Executive 
convinced Itself was sabotage on the part of the Court. The root 
of the conflict lay in the depressed economy. In the post-war 
years, prices fell for sugar, and Guiana lost the Caribl^an rice 
market to suppliers from the Indian sub-continent.'^ Efforts to 
improve the situation proved futile. Ftom 1920. with the singu¬ 
lar exception of 1923. budgets of the Colony showed substantial 
deficits. In 1926. the year of election, the deficit was £119.364 
and, in 1927. it was £97.163. In 1927. the total assets and li¬ 
abilities stood at £1.728.194 and £1,910,904 respectively. The 
accumulated deflcit at this time stood at £182,710.'*" 

In any British Colony this would have been considered a serious 
situation. What was cause of even graver concern in Guiana, 
however, was the fact that the Colony's funded debt stood at 
£3.000,000, and its short-term debt to the Crown Agents was in 
the vicinity of £1,300,000. producing a disturbing foreign debt 
of £4,300,000.'*'^ Critics were quick to point out that a debt of 
this magnitude worked out to about £14 per person in the over¬ 
all population: nearly the highest in the British Empire.'*'^ An¬ 
other frightening aspect of this debt was the fact that 80 per cent 
of the Colony’s revenue was derived from customs duties.'®* This 
was a factor of critical concern since the annual Tax Ordinance 
was Jealously controlled by the Court. 

The Colonial Office was moved to appoint a Royal Commission 
in 1927 to examine and make recommendations on the Guiana 
Constitution. The conduct of the Commission was sufficient to 
raise eyebrows, even without its reactionary conclusion. It pro¬ 
nounced that "the Government in British Guiana have never been 
able to govern”. It argued that the Combined Court was "in the 
position of a minor who can overrule his own trustees”. The 
report was contentious, but it was obvious to all that changes in 
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the Constitution were necessary. The controversy sprang from 
the nature of the changes. As early as 1914. the Colony in a 
Referendum' gave an undertaking to support changes in the Con¬ 
stitution in exchange for economic development. World War I 
(1914-1918) intervened,’^ but the post-war recession created 
an even greater need for development. The 1927 Commission 
reasoned that: 


The situation was possible as long as the function of 
the administration was confined to attempting to 
prevent mlsgovernment. It is not possible when the 
Government are expected to take a direct and active 
part in the development of the country and the im¬ 
provement of the condition of the people.'®^ 


This the elected representatives could not accept. Development 
was impeded by the Colony's parlous financial situation. Budg¬ 
ets were not balanced because the Government did not have ef¬ 
fective control over taxation and. as a consequence. Guiana could 
not raise loans on the better markets of Britain. This the elected 
representatives rejected. In 1914. Sir Walter Egerton observed 
that a loan from the British money market without imperial con¬ 
trol was unthinkable.’*^ Secretary of State Harcourt supported 
him: 


You have rightly assumed that without full Imperial 
Control over the finances of the Colony there could 
be no question of advances being made from the 
Imperial Treasury.’®® 

In a very real sense, this was political blackmail. The Colonial 
Office was demanding full control in return for economic assist¬ 
ance. In 1914. the local representatives were willing to surren¬ 
der their jealously guarded rights and privileges in exchange for 
economic development but in 1927 they were not prepared to do 
so. and they would not be coerced. However, they were prepared 
to fight for other changes.”® They demanded an extension of 
their powers: they wanted the executive to be selected from those 
elected by the people. The old guard had been swept aside and 
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should not be reconstituted more powerful than ever in the Ex* 
ecutlve Council. They condemned the Colonial Office for attempt* 
ing to thwart the will of the people as expressed In the 1926 
elections.*" “Give power to the people” was the basic demand of 
the elected representatives. 

Against this background, two developments conspired to decide 
not Just the nature of the constitutional change but the timing of 
such changes as well. In 1927. the Court rejected en bloc the 
Government’s proposal to raise revenue by means of “an emer¬ 
gency surtax of 10 per cent on every duty and on every surtax 
except that payable on machinery... as well as on every tax. duty, 
licence and other charges”.**^ Instead, it imposed a one-year tax 
on sugar and bauxite. This step was immediately criticised by 
the planting interest, the Government cuid the Colonial Office."^ 

This situation was aggravated by two scandals which rocked the 
capital. The more serious of these affected the City Improve¬ 
ment Scheme when the consulting engineers walked off the Job 
and left the country, claiming they would not subject themselves 
to the demeaning treatment meted out to them by the Court. **♦ 
The entire project had been causing considerable concern. For 
one thing, its budget had been exceeded by more than 150 per 
cent. Secondly, doubts had been created in the minds of the 
public about the competence of the consulting engineers particu¬ 
larly after the senior consultant became ill. left the country in 
search of expert medical attention and was replaced. Finally, the 
consultants were hypersensitive to any criticism emanating from 
colonial politicians who, apart from being African, were consid¬ 
ered Irresponsible and trreleveuit."® Their abrupt departure, 
coming so soon after that of Mr. Wood, the Conservator of For¬ 
ests. who also had left the Colony suddenly. * seemed to confirm 
the worst predictions of the Colonial Office. The officials there 
felt that the Court’s control of the Colony’s finances and its reluc¬ 
tance to adopt a more liberal and conciliatory attitude would 
scare away expatriate public servants, block external financial 
assistance and impede economic recovery. 

Reactionary elements in the country, and their allies abroad 
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grasped the opportunity this situation presented and accelerated 
the drift towards Crown Colony Government. A local Constitu- 
tional Commission, drawn mainly from this same group of ultra- 
conservatives, capitalised on the advanta^s this atmosphere 
presented. It criticised the existing constitutional arrangement 
and su^^ted sweeping changes.' In the situation and atmos¬ 
phere of the time, no one was surprised that it succeeded. Both 


the Court of Policy and Combined Court were replaced by a sin¬ 


gle Legislative Council comprising fourteen elected representa¬ 


tives and fifteen nominated members. This latter category was 


made up of two ex-qfflcio members, namely the Colonial Secre¬ 


tary and Attorney General, eight nominated officials and five nomi¬ 
nated unofficial members sitting with the Governor. Ten mem¬ 


bers sitting with the Governor constituted a quorum. 


In addition to the numerical advantage which the Government 
enjoyed in the Legislative Council, the Governor was equipped 
with a casting vote and special powers of reservation through 
which he could overturn an adverse vote in the Legislative Coim- 
cll. The Executive was retained; it now consisted of eleven mem¬ 
bers to be drawn exclusively from the Legislative Council, in¬ 
cluding the Colonial Secretary, the Attorney General, four nomi¬ 
nated officials, three nominated unofficials and two elected mem¬ 
bers nominated by the Governor. Five of these members com¬ 
prised a quorum. The Commissioners were particularly con¬ 
cerned with protecting the main economic Interests and recom¬ 
mended that they be given special consideration when selecting 
nominated officials. The franchise was extended to women on 
the same basis as enjoyed by men. These recommendations were 
accepted by the Colonial Offtce. enacted by the British Parlia¬ 
ment on 28 March 1928. and introduced into British Guiana in 
July 1928. Thus, the elected representatives were transported 
from a position of power and influence to one of impotence. 


Recognising this reversal. Governor Sir Cecil Rodwell pointed 
out that the old Constitution was never Intended to be a short 
cut to self-government even though it had been erroneously per¬ 
ceived in this light by the elected representatives. Essentially, it 
had always been a cul-de-sac. Crown Colony Government there- 
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fore was an attempt by the British to reverse the Colony out of 
the cul-de-sac and put it on the road to real constitutional ad* 
vance.Cecil dementi supported the Governor. Crown Colony 
Government, he claimed, had rescued British Guiana from the 
quagmire in which it had floundered for more than a century. 

The local population was not convinced and protested vehemently. 
Lord SneU. leader of the 1926 Royal Commission, also dissented. 
He considered the reverses “an enormously serious thing" and 
observed that Guiana had fared much more harshly under its 
own hand than It would have under his. In truth, the explana¬ 
tion was to be found in both the mandate and composition of the 
Constitution Commission. The Colonial Office very pointedly 
instructed the Commission to change the existing constitutional 
arrangement. The Commission had been given a choice of alter¬ 
ing the powers of the Court of Policy and Combined Court to 
strengthen the Government or of replacing them completely with 
a Crown Colony Constitution.*** 

The conservative nature, economic interest, ethnicity and class 
affiliation of the Commission clearly indicated the direction in 
which the reforms would be fashioned. Of the seven members, 
four were officials and three unofficials and only one. Mr. E.G. 
Woolford was not White.*** T\vo of them were ex-officio members 
of the Court of Policy and two were planters. The European ori¬ 
entation of the Executive Council was represented by the over¬ 
whelming majority in the Commission. It is also significant to 
note that the only non-European expressed strong reservations 
about the findings of the Commission In a minority declaration. 
In the Combined Court, the terms of reference of the Commis¬ 
sion were deemed destructive of the rights of the people of Guiana. 
They were condemned as prejudging the essential issue as to 
whether change was Indeed necessary at all. In terms of the 
nature of the changes to be brought about, if they were neces¬ 
sary, the terms of reference deprived the Commissioners of the 
need to exercise any initiative. They were afforded no opportu¬ 
nity to do but as the Secretary of State had instructed them. The 
Commissioners were criticised as being too pro-European and 
pro-Executlve to permit a balanced judgement.*** The majority 
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of them were drawn from that very sector which had been de¬ 
manding a derailment of the type of arrangement. Similarly, the 
Commission was composed of that group which had been ex¬ 
pressing alarm at the non-European access to political power. 
Finally, it was made up of those very persons who had felt threat¬ 
ened by the Combined Coiut over the past decade. Cecil ClemenU. 
a militant advocate of these sentiments, reasoned: 

...that unless the Constitution is revised, the posi¬ 
tion of the inhabitants of the British race in this 
Colony will become Intolerable and that inadequate 
protection will be afforded to the interests of the plant¬ 
ers and the large mercantile Arms which are the 
mainstay of the revenue. 

The process of emasculating the elected representatives, which 
had begun with the appointment of the Executive Coimcil. was 
now completed. First, in 1891. the Court of Policy was shorn of 
its power then, with the abolition of the Combined Court, the 
elected representatives were divorced from their former Anan- 
clal privileges. Within the Legislative Council, the fourteen elected 
representatives were outnumbered by the nominated section. F\ir- 
thermore. the situation was such that even if by persuasion, or 
the compelling nature of the issue, the elected representatives 
succeeded in having their way against the Government, the Gov¬ 
ernor was equipped with reserve powers to reverse such a gain. 
In all ways possible, the position of the elected representatives 
had been severely circumscribed by the new Constitution. 

WhUe the Constitution stipulated that two elected representa¬ 
tives sit on the Executive Council, the 'oath of secrecy' prevented 
effective communication with other representatives. This reduced 
those nominated to the Council to the role of 'dummies', a very 
unhappy situation against which they protested vehemently but 
with little avail. There were also two major criticisms against 
the Executive Council. In the first place, the elected members 
were under-represented on the Executive CouncA; and secondly, 
the secrecy oath reduced the effectiveness of the limited expo¬ 
sure provided the elected representatives in the Council. 
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Of considerable significance was the fact that the Colonial Olfice 
had always promised economic development in exchange fo r ef- 
fecttve control over the Government. Crown Colony Government 
epitomised this control and was supposed to have swept aidde 
all obstacles to economic development. But two decades after 
the change, no discernible benefits had accrued to the Colony. 
Elected representative E.G. Woolford had warned a^lnst this 
possibility, when he confessed that he would have been willing to 
cooperate in the handing over of power to the Governor had he 
been assured that any '‘material benefit would be gained theretty... 
No such prospect, however is being held out to the Colony".'®^ 


The recognition that the Constitution was "a delusion and a fail' 
ure" no doubt helped to fuel the widespread worklng-clsiss revolt 
that occurred in the 1930s. Not only had economic assistance 
not materialised from the British as had been promised, but the 
deepened crisis in the 1930s gave the lie to the much vaunted 
‘British Imperial trusteeship’ and ‘Government in the interest of 
the unrepresented*. The working-class was never convinced that 
the British, or the Colonial Government was on its side. It was 
convinced that the old conspiracy to shift the burden of the crisis 
from the economic sector to its back was continuing unabated. 
In the circumstances, no one was really surprised that the 1939 
Royal Commission concluded that any attempt at socio-economic 
change must be premised “upon greater participation of the peo¬ 
ple in the business of Government". F\irthermore. the Commis¬ 
sion suggested that, in order to be meaningful, such changes 
should be as liberal as possible. 


Thus had the people enjoyed power and influence, and thus had 
these been taken away from them. But their level of political 
consciousness had been stirred and forces, both local and inter¬ 
national. would help that consciousness to grow and increas¬ 
ingly to reject the withdrawal of power and demand that those 
powers be returned to them. 
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by 

Hazel M. Woodford 


This chapter seeks to trace the development of women, espe- 
claUy Afiican-Guyanese women, in the poUtics of British Guiana. 
Pohtlcs has been defined as the art and science of directing and 
administering states and other political units. Women in British 
Guiana, however, did not begin to assume such a role until the 
1950s. 

This essay focusses on the legislation and institutions which Ini¬ 
tially excluded women from the franchise and political of&ce. It 
then examines women's supportive role in Guyanese politics and 
their active involvement eventually as politicians. Flna^. It specu¬ 
lates about the reasons for the low |>ercentage of female candi¬ 
dates at national elections. It should be noted that, because of 
the limited participation of women in the pre-1940 era. major 
emphasis has been placed on their involvement In the subse¬ 
quent period from 1940 to 1964. 

Colonial Guyanese society was patriarchal. Women of every race 
and colour were debarred from taking up positions In the politi¬ 
cal administration up to the early twentieth century because of 
the posture of the members of the Courts and the high property 
qualifications. 

Females were never eligible for membership of the Court of Policy, 
the College of Electors and the College of Financial Representa¬ 
tives. The College of Kiezers also disallowed women from be¬ 
coming members. In a proclamation of 1812. Governor 
Carmichael conceded the vote to women, but this privilege was 
withdrawn by section 8 of the fVanchfse Ordinance of 1849.' 

By section 1 of Ordinance No. 1 of 1864, women were formally 
refused membership of the Court of Policy. Exclusion from the 
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Court as well as firom the College of Financial Representatives 
vras continued by sections 12(1). 33 and 53 of the British Guiana 
Constitution Ordinance No. 1 of 1891. Section 12(1) stated: [A 
woman).. .Is not entitled to vote at the election of a memlier of the 
said Court for any Electoral District or Division**. Section 33. 
which dealt with Financial Representatives, stipulated: 

The qualifications for election as a Financial Repre¬ 
sentative shall be the qualifications herein before 
prescribed for election as an elected member of the 
Court of Policy. Provided that either of the following 
property qualifications in lieu of those specified in 
sub-section five of section twelve of this Ordlnance:- 

(a) Receipt of a clear annual income of not 
less than one thousand, four hundred and 
forty dollars arising from any kind of 
property in the Colony not mentioned in 
the other property qualification over and 
above any Interest payable under any 
mortgage thereon, or 

(b) Receipt of a clear annual Income of not 
less than one thousand, four himdred and 
forty dollars from any profession, busi¬ 
ness or trade carried on in the Colony. 

These qualifications were prohibitive and were reinforced by sec¬ 
tion 53 which emphasised that: 

Subject to the provisions hereinafter contained, every 
male person shall be entitled to be registered in any 
year as a voter, and when registered to vote at the 
election of a member of the Court of Policy or of a 
Financial Representative for an Electoral District or 
Division as the case may be. who Is qualified as fol¬ 
lows. that is to say: 
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(1) Has attained the age of twenty-one years. 

(2) Is under no legal incapacity. 

(3) Is a British subject by birth or 
naturalisation; and 

(4) Possesses within the District or Division 
some one of the following property quali¬ 
fications hereinafter mentioned. 

Constitutionally therefore, women were not qualified for the vote 
and were automatically disallowed from membership of any 
branch of the legislature. 

In 1923. Mr Robert Edward Brassington argued unsuccessfully 
in the Combined Court for the vote to be given to certain catego¬ 
ries of women.^ He was replaying a role which had been enacted 
in the English Parliament in 1867 by John Stuart Mill who lost 
in his bid to have the franchise extended to women.^ Later in 
1927. Hubert Nathaniel Crltchlow also addressed the question 
of extending the franchise to women. At a public meeting, it was 
reported that he said that “every man and every woman has the 
right to exercise their franchise as long as they are above the age 
of twenty-one like Mrs. Pankhurst in England, and that's what he 
wants the women to do out here”.^ 

On the recommendation of the British Guiana Constitution Com¬ 
mission of 1927. thevote was restored to women in 1928. How¬ 
ever. section 21( 1) of the British Guiana Order-in-Council made 
women ineligible for membership of the Legislative Council.^ The 
West Indian Royal Commission of 1938-39 recommended that 
women should be appointed to all boards and local authorities 
and that they should be nominated to the legislature if no repre¬ 
sentation of women’s interests was secured by election. In April 
1940. representatives of fourteen trade unions agreed with the 
motion that the franchise be extended for central and local Gov¬ 
ernment elections.® The motion was forwarded to the Governor. 

During 1941 when Hubert Crltchlow appeared before the FVan- 
chlse Commission, he opined that female members of the Brit¬ 
ish Guiana Labour Union were not eligible to vote because they 
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were mainly employed In low-paying jobs. He insisted that women 
werejust as intelligent as men. His efforts were successful. The 
Commission recommended that women be permitted to become 
members of the legislature. Consequently in 1945, the British 
Guiana (Constitution) Amendment Order-in-Coundl authorised 
women to become members of the legislature. The franchise 
Income was later reduced from $40 to $10 per month and in 
1947 this requirement was within the reach of every adult except 
housewives who had no visible income or pre^rty. 

Thus, by 1947 some of the major obstacles to the active partici¬ 
pation of women in politics had been removed. Slgnlffcant 
progress had been made since the late 1880s when women first 
began to display more visible interest In local politics. This was 
during the struggle imdertaken especially by African and Col¬ 
oured middle-class males for constitutional reform to break the 
virtual monopoly of political power enjoyed by Whites. African 
women welcomed the resultant change of the British Guiana 
Constitution in 1891. They attended political meetings and al¬ 
though they neither had votes nor were eligible for political of¬ 
fice. they guided and directed many of the enfranchised male 
citizens how to use their votes. Partly because of their role at the 
elections of 1897, some representatives of the African masses 
were elected to the legislature. Women also played a very influ¬ 
ential role especially in the elections of 1916. 1921 and 1926. 

Some women supported their husbands who were politicians 
and also tried to develop and maintain contact with the masses 
by their involvement in social work. Notable among them was 
Violet Thorne, the wife of A.A. Thorne, a scholar, journalist and 
politician. Their example was followed by women of other racial 
groups, such as Alice Singh, whose husband, Jung Bahadur 
Singh, was a medical practitioner, trade unionist and politician, 
and Amelia Lee, the wife of Theophilus Lee, a politician and trade 
unionist. 

Very prominent among the African-Guyanese women who later 
supported male politicians was Gertrude Collins. In 1947. she 
campaigned for the election of both John Carter and Hubert 
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Crltchlow. This experience by African women In supporting their 
male colleagues gave them self-confidence and emboldened some 
of them eventually to nm for seats In the Legislative Council. 
Esther Dey. for example, later observed that “it was through read¬ 
ing speeches prepared by the late A A. Thome that I became im¬ 
bued with the desire to became a polltlcian“.^ 

Women’s growing involvement in politics received a major lm|>e' 
tus in 1946 when, on 9 July, the first women’s political organisa¬ 
tion. the Women's Political and Economic Organisation (WPEO), 
was formed at the Library in Georgetown. It has been suggested 
that the stimulus for its formation came from the announcement 
that Audrey Jeffers, a social worker in Trinidad, had run for a 
seat In the Trinidadian Legislative Council.” 

The main objectives of the WPEO were to develop the |>olltical 
consciousness of the women of British Guiana, to encourage their 
political education and to formulate a platform in connection 
with the 1947 elections. The leaders of the movement, who In¬ 
cluded several Afrlcan-Guyanese. were Janet Jagan, President. 
Vfinlfred Gaskin. Secretary. FVances Stafford and Muriel Belgrave. 
\^ce Presidents, and I. Friday. Treasurer. The committee mem¬ 
bers were Mildred Mansfield. Irene Campbell. Una Matthews and 
I. Fbwler.” These were all middle-class women. A few weeks 
before the formation of the Organisation Winifred Gaskin had 
urged women to come out of the kitchen and be registered in the 
elections. She told them: “We could use our power to bring about 
legislation for better houses". 

The WPEO appealed to women of all classes, races, creeds and 
occupations, housewives and social workers, domestics and civil 
servants. In an article in the Daffy Chronicle headlined ‘Would 
you vote for a woman?’, the Journalist opined that women had 
the power to mould the nation." He suggested that Winifred 
Gaskin, Janet Jagan. Radhika Kawal. Marie Bayley and Amelia 
Lee were potential leaders. Of these Gaskin and Jagan later be¬ 
came prominent politicians. 

The first political meeting for women was held in the Town Hall. 
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Georgetown, on 12 July. 1946. Long before the hour set for Its 
commencement. 120 women had registered as voters. When the 
meeting actually started, the Hall was crowded. The women who 
were on the platform were Janet Jagan. Winifred Gaskin, FVances 
Stafford. Amelia Lee. Betty Persaud. Muriel Belgrave. Mildred 
Mansfield. Evilina Davis and Johanna Harris. Prominent men 
in the society also attended the meeting and a few assisted in 
registering the women. These included Sir Eustace Woolford. 
KC. OBE, Deputy President of the Legislative Council, and Mr 
Arthur Seymour. The meeting was successful. Eric Roberts ex¬ 
pressed the following sentiments in an article entitled ‘‘Enter 
women in the Political Arena": 

July 12. 1946 will be inscribed as a memorable night 
in the political history of this country. Fbr more than 
five hundred women from all classes and walks of 
life banded together for the sole purpose of forming 
this Association... What they demand are legitimate, 
human and essential suitable for their requirement 
in the domestic field. 

The WPEO Executive Council held its first meeting on 30 July. 
1946. It proposed to publish a monthly newsletter to be called 
The Guianese Woman. One member. Mrs. Fowler, suggested 
that the Organisation should nominate a woman to run for a seat 
in the forthcoming Legislative Council elections. FVances Staf¬ 
ford. however, opined that women were not ready for political 
ofhce. Other Council members disagreed with her, suggesting 
that once the public was sensitised, women could venture out as 
candidates for general elections. The Organisation aimed to 
achieve better housing conditions, continuation of price control 
with an increase in Government’s subsidy on essential foodstuffs, 
improved travelling facilities and medical services, free and com¬ 
pulsory education, the abolition of the age limit of 11 years for a 
boy to enter Queen's College and the elimination of 
blackmarketing. These were very ambitious objectives. 

In order to encourage women to be sensitised to political issues. 
FVances Stafford addressed members of the Women’s Institute 
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In the Welfare Hall. Barr Street. Kitty. She Insisted that if women 
registered and voted for women, day-care centres would be opened 
to care for the children whose mothers had to work, especially 
the domestics who worked long hours. The Organisation strove 
to organise the women In Georgetown. By the end of 1947. there 
were 143 women on the membership roll. Branches were estab¬ 
lished in Lacytown, Kingston and Queenstown. 


The first social problem which the WPEO addressed was hous¬ 
ing. A housing committee, made up of FVances Stafford. Irene 
Campbell and Mildred Mansfield, was very critical of the 
WortmanvUle Housing Project which was described as a cowshed 
and a concentration camp. The women observed that: 


It would seem that since these houses are being built 
for the benefit of the poorer classes absolutely no 
interest has been taken to make the houses look at¬ 
tractive or even to make the arrangements of the 
rooms in accordance with improved methods.'^ 


They forwarded their protest to the Secretary of State, the Brit¬ 
ish Labour Party, the Fhbian Colonial Bureau and the British 
Board of Trade.The WortmanvUle issue was also discussed in 
the British Parliament. ** The WPEO held a public meeting to 
highlight its many deficiencies and to express their strong oppo¬ 
sition. Winifred Gaskin concluded that 48 famUies had been 
committed to *a living death above the graves in an abandoned 
graveyard’.’® 

A memorandum was prepared for submission to the Officer Ad¬ 
ministering the Government, the Hon. WL. Heape. Johanna 
Harris, the first and only female president of the British Guiana 
Labour Union, moved that it be adopted. The men who attended 
the meeting were invited to support the female politicians in the 
forthcoming elections for the Legislative Council. Hubert 
Nathaniel Crltchlow advised the WPEO to send a copy of the 
memorandum to the Housing Committee of the Legislative CoimcU 
as well as to the Government. An anonymous gentleman urged 
that two members of the Organisation should be appointed mem- 
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bers of the Housing Committee and that one of these women 
should supervise the Wortmanvlllc Housing Project. The meet¬ 
ing endorsed the memorandum and adopted the resolutions of 
the two gentlemen. The Organisation made several recommen¬ 
dations to the Government. These included the following: 


(1) The steps of each building be made wider and 
risers added and that the stairs and landing 
be enclosed. 

(2) A roof or shed be built to cover the second floor 
platform. 

(3) The floor level vent be closed. 

(4) At least 2 shelves and one dresser and a small 
cupboard be added to each kitchen. 

(5) An extra prop be put beneath the kitchen sink. 

(6) Precautions be taken against fire by addition 
of galvanised sheeting or other Are'pr oof mate¬ 
rial to kitchen. 

(7) Kitchens in buildings not yet completed carry 
an open hearth or depth in cement slab to ac¬ 
commodate coalpots. 

(8) A connecting door be cut between bedrooms. 

(9) The passages along the bath and toilet be uti¬ 
lised to enlarge both by including them within 
one room. 

(10) In buildings now being put up. plans be altered, 
if possible to allow the toilets to be placed in 
line with bedrooms so as to save crossing the 
living room to reach them. 

(11) Windows be added to the north and south of 
each building.’^ 


On the 21 August 1946, the WPEO, led by Janet Jagan emd Juliet 
Benthan, Joined a demonstration of more than 3,(X)0 workers to 
support the Trade Union Council's (TUC's) demand for improved 
housing and better wages. The women demanded that the Gov¬ 
ernment give working-class tenants the right to vote, to be elected 
to the Town Council and to remove members of the Legislative 
Council if they were not functioning effectively. One placard de- 
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dared: "Remove the Perpetrators of the WortmanvUle Houslog 
Scheme".'* It was evident that these women saw themselves as 
defenders of the workers' rights. The efforts of the WPEO to 
Improve the WortmanvlUe Housing Scheme attained the desired 
objective. The editor of the Daily Chrontcte, in commending the 
Organisation for the Improvements, noted: 

...and while the Women's Political and Economic 
Organisation do not want to crow, the feeling is gen¬ 
eral that the Courageous Ladles of this new move¬ 
ment are responsible for them.'* 


The Organisation was also concerned about the pli^t of 
domestics. Fk'ances Stafford called for the establishment of a 
strong Domestic Servants’ Union. She suggested that domestics 
should work for ten hours, from 07:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. with 
two hoius off during the day. She also advocated that establish¬ 
ments which demanded long hours institute a shift system. Fur¬ 
thermore. she recommended that a system of Colonial Insur¬ 
ance be established which would provide for the aging domestic 
servant. In her opinion, the Domestic Servants’ Union, vi^en 
established, could open a technical school in collaboration with 
the employment agency. Workers would then be trained and the 
graduates could be graded with a higher salary for the upper 
levels. Thus, grade A' workers would comprise butlers, cooks 


and children's nurses; grade 'B' would consist of those who did 
less highly-skilled work and younger girls who were trying to 
qualify for grade 'A.' 


Hubert Critchlow agreed that domestic servants should work from 
07:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m., but suggested that they should have a 
three-hour break. He also recommended a half-day off each week, 
no work every other Sunday and that employers should provide 
the uniforms. Neither person considered that the domestic was 
abandoning her family for ten hours. However, while Stafford 
sought to enfranchise these women, there appeared to be disa¬ 
greement within the WPEO. 


During August 1946. the first Indication that there was conflict 
Themes In A/Hcon-Gui/anese History 335 



Women in Guycmese Poltttcs 


in the WPEO appeared. The editor of the Daily Chronicle claimed 
that Janet Jag^n was using the Organisation for her own per¬ 
sonal gains: Frances Stafford was accused of being too conspicu¬ 
ous. and race, suspicion and envy were identified as the causes 
for the discontent.*® The WPEO responded immediately to the 
article, accusing the editor of the Chronicle of making strife in 
the Organisation by his allegations. In their letter to the editor, 
the women commented: 


We wish to state clearly that there is no semblance of 
disunity within the WPEO and there is absolutely no 
truth In the Irresponsible statement that the Organi¬ 
sation is in a dying condition. 

It should be clearly understood that, however great the calum¬ 
niations. the members of the WPEO would not be disconcerted. 
"We can stand anything. We can take it"** However, in spite of the 
ladles’ protestations, there was ennui among members. In an 
open letter to the Executive Council of the WPEO in 1947, Staf¬ 
ford complained that although she was a member of the body, 
meetings were held when it was known that she had other en¬ 
gagements. She concluded that "it would be a thousand pities if 
this Organisation of ours peters out through lack of cooperation 
and good fellowship".** Stafford, like the Council, was commit¬ 
ted to the survival of the Organisation, but she refused to be 
disregarded. 

Moreover, there must have been other members who were disaf¬ 
fected. In 1948, the Queenstown Branch withdrew and 1950 
witnessed the demise of the Organisation. Moreover, while ini- 
ti£Jly Stafford had reservations about women being nominated 
as candidates for the national elections, she subsequently altered 
her opinion and stood as a candidate for the 1947 elections. 

Frances Stafford and Janet Jagan were the first women to com¬ 
pete for seats in the legislature. This development occurred at a 
time when female politicians were in the minority even in the 
most developed countries. Stafford contested the Georgetown 
South seat nominated by Ada Archer and seconded by 
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Ramdanhie. Her rivals were Jos^h Gonsalves, a soUcttor. Joseph 
Prayag Lachmanaingh , a medical practitioner. Hubert Critchlow. 
the General Secretary ctf the British G uiana Labour Union (BGLU) 
and Oscar Wesley Bishop, a Journalist and author. Janet Jagan 
contested the Georgetown Central seat. Her opponents were Percy 
Claude Wight, a broker, and Leon Schuler, the Managing Direc> 
tor of the British Guiana Lithographic Company. Ferdinand 
Christopher Archer, a tailor, and John Fernandes, a merchant. 

John Carter reco^ilsed the importance of the role of women in 
the 1947 elections when he had predicted that the women would 
be the deciding factor.” RH. Daly accused the WPEO of fence¬ 
sitting because they had indicated that they were not sponsoring 
Jagan and Stafford.” In response to Daly’s criticism. Hilda 
Devonlsh. a former member of the WPEO. wrote: 

Is Mr Daly suggesting that the WPEO should follow 
the lead of those same criticised generations who 
voted out of sentiment and not reason? Does he 
suggest a repetition of the pattern by voting for any 
woman who came forward solely because she is a 
woman? Does his feminism mean setting aside the 
hierarchy of men and substituting one of women or 
should it not mean coc^ratlon with men for a change 
from blind and one-sided to enlightened and sane 
politics? We prefer our interpretation: we have given 
no advantage to the women candidates of our 
choice.” 

It cannot be denied, however, that the WPEO had changed its 
position as regards acttvefy participating in national politics. The 
Organisation was almost Inactive. Despite this ambivalence, the 
two women vigorously campaigned in their constituencies. Dur¬ 
ing her political campaign. Stafford denoimced the Government 
for reducing the subsidy on milk, cooking butter and salt-fish 
rather than increasing the tax on Up-stick, rum. whisky and to¬ 
bacco. She described herself as an independent sociaUst. Her 
manifesto caUed for the following: 
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(1) Better housing and better living conditions: 

(2) Need for a creche; 

(3) A better economy; and, 

(4) Ibchnical education. 


Among the persons vfho campaigned for Stafford were Alice Slngb« 
Betty Kallo and Mildred Mansfield. The Daily Chronicle and the 
Daily Argosy agreed that the tussle was between Critchlow and 
Stafford. However, she lost to Critchlow. He polled 1,682 votes 
in comparison to her 1,211. The Albouystown electorate gave 
her the only majority at the polls. Although she congratulated 
Critchlow for winning the seat, she stated that she could not com> 
pliment him on the methods which he had employed in securing 
votes.** 


It was claimed that Janet Jagan was persuaded by her husband 
and Jocelyn Hubbard to stand for the seat.*^ In her election 
campaign she called for: 

(1) Elimination of all the nominated seats in the 
Legislature - the majority of the nominated seats 
were occupied by capitalists: 

(2) Adult suffrage • any intelligent person who 
worked should be allowed to take part in the 
Government of the country; 

(3) The lowering of the qualification of candidates 
for seats in the Legislative Council in order to 
give young people a chance of getting into the 
Council: 

(4) The Introduction of a system of recall in order 
to check on the faithfulness and honesty of 
purpose of representatives; 

(5) The reduction of the term of office from 5 years 
to 3 or 4: 

(6) A 40'hour week without reduction in pay; 

(7) More technical and vocational training; 

(8) Slum clearance; 

(9) A School of Nursing and a Health Insurance 
Scheme; 
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( 10 ) 

( 11 ) 

( 12 ) 

(13) 


Increased taxes on exports of raw products; 
Subsidisation of essential foodstuffs; 

More efficient and economical drainage and ir- 


ligation; and. 

Guaranteed prices for agricultural produce. 


Janet Jagan lost to John Fernandes, who obtained 1.193 votes, 
while she gained 742. It was small consolation that she and 
FVances Stafford had come second in their constituencies. 


In January 1948. Eustace Williams filed a petition against 
Crltchlow said his agents, accusing him of illegal practices at the 
1947 elections. Williams alleged that Crltchlow had allowed false 
statements to be published to defame the character of Mrs. Staf¬ 
ford. contrary to the provisions of the Legislative Council (EleC‘ 
tion) Ordinance of 1945. It was claimed that one of Critchlow's 
campaign managers, R.B.O. Hart, had told the constituency, that 
Mrs. Stafford had kicked an African servant's child down the 
steps and was convicted and fined $5.00 by the magistrate. 
Crltchlow was unseated. However^ Stafford lost to John Carter 
in the by-election. In spite of her dal'ing. Stafford never attempted 
to stand for election again. 

The involvement of African-Guyanese and other women in local 
politics entered a new phase after January 1950 when the Peo¬ 
ple’s Progressive Party (PPP) was formed. This Party had evolved 
from the Political Affairs Committee which had been established 
In 1946 by Dr. Cheddi Jagan. Janet Jagan. Jocelyn Hubbard 
and Ashton Chase. The leadership of the Party comprised Cheddi 
Jagan. Leader; Forbes Burnham. Chairman; and Janet Jagan 
General Secretary. Janet Jagan also became the editor of its new 
organ, the Thunder. 

The PPP was the first mass-based Party to be established in Brit¬ 
ish Guiana. In 1951. the Waddington Commission recommended 
universal adult suffrage and. by Ordinance No. 2 oj 1952, it was 
Introduced. At the 1953 General Elections, the PPP fielded three 
female candidates, namely. Janet Jagan. Jane Phillips-Gay and 
Jessica (Jessie) Burnham. The other females to stand for seats 
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were Gertrude CoDins (ctf the National Democratic Party). Hermlna 
Lepse-Brown (an Independent) and Esther Dey. Among the 
women who campaigned for the PPP in this election were \Mnifred 
Gaskin and Margaret Ackman. In short, almost all the female 
candidates at this election were Afrlcan-Guyanese. 

The PPP won 18 of the 24 seats at the elections held In April. 
The three women were successful, but they were not appointed 
Ministers. Percy Armstrong editor of the Guiana Ttm^, sug¬ 
gested that Janet Jagan had wanted to be Minister of Social Wei- 
fare and Local Government, but stepped down.^ She was ap¬ 
pointed Deputy Speaker. In her maiden speech in the Legislative 
Council, Jessica Burnham, in recognising the critical role of 
women in politics, opined: 

Your Honour. 1 do feel proud to be here, and udien I 
say *proud' I mean It in every sense for I stand here 
as one of the representatives of the people and as a 
woman. In the past. British Guiana was looked upon 
as being static politically. However, it has now made 
history in the Caribbean in that at the recent Gen¬ 
eral Elections the electorate placed at the head of the 
polls three women. May I here say that the develop¬ 
ment of a country depends on the progress of the 
women of that country. The fact cannot be overlooked 
that it always requires a feminine touch to complete 
any project.** 

During their stay in oftice, the female members of the PPP cham¬ 
pioned the rights of the disadvantaged. Jessie Burnham called 
for the establishment of nursery schools and trained nursery 
school teachers. Jane Phillips-Gay was closely associated with 
the sugar workers and supported the amendments to the Work¬ 
men's Compensation (Consolidation) Ordinance. 1952, on the 
grounds that it was not only an ordinance that would benetit the 
relatives of an injured worker when he died but also if he was 
otherwise incapacitated.^' She called for the introduction of 
women drivers on the sugar estates, informing the members oi 
the Legislative Council: 
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I am a woman, and I tell the women workers I am In 
sympathy with them ^en they have to report to the 
driver concerning all their whereabouts if not they 
are charged with being lazy. It is certainly high time 
that women drivers should be in the field.^ 

She also supported strongly the introduction of the Labour Re¬ 
lations BUI because. In her opinion, it would benefit the sugar 
workers. Janet Jagan represented the plight of the domestic 
servants and rice farmers and called for the removal of the Un¬ 
desirable Literature Ordlncmce. There is no doubt that In the 
legislature these women articulated the grievances of the people. 

After the PPP had spent 133 days in office, the Constitution was 
suspended and the Party was removed from power by the British 
Government. Women were very prominent in the events which 
followed. Janet Jagan was periodically subjected to raids. On 3 
^lil. 1954. Cheddl Jagan was arrested for breaching the emer¬ 
gency regulations. In response to this, on 4 ^rll Janet Jagan 
led a procession of protesters, composed mainly of female mem¬ 
bers of the PPP Janet Jagan. Martin Carter. Rory Westmaas and 
thirty others were arrested. The female members who were out¬ 
side Brickdam Police Station be^ed to be arrested and shouted: 
"We want Cheddi Jagan".“ 

In Port Mourant. women and teenagers protested the imprison¬ 
ment of Janet Jagan. She and the others were charged, firstly 
for holding a procession, deemed likely to cause disturbance of 
public order, without permission in writing from the police and. 
secondly, for being in a meeting together with more than five per¬ 
sons which could have led to a disturbance of public order. They 
were released on bail. It was alleged that while the PPP support¬ 
ers were on their way to Party headquarters, they attacked the 
policemen on Regent Street. Most of the rioters who were ar¬ 
rested were women. 

When Cheddl Jagan was re-arrested for flouting the regulations, 
there was a demonstration mainly by women outside Govern¬ 
ment House, the Governor's residence. Some of them were later 
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arrested. There was also another group of women marching 
outside the Promenade Gardens. When the policemen arrived 
on the scene, some hid between the ferns and flower beds or 
pretended to be nurse maids. The story was recounted of one 
activist who. on seeing a policeman approaching, wagged her fln- 
ger in the face of a youngster and said. ‘*ril tell mummy you’re a 
naughty boy". The policeman tapped her arm and said. "You’re a 
naughty girl too. Come on. you playing smart, nuh?". She was 
taken to the police station. However, this incident did not pre¬ 
vent Mrs. Jagan and her supporters from demonstrating agsdnst 
the arrest of Dr. Jagan. 

The statue of Queen Victoria was bombed as a form of protest by 
unknown persons on 25 May 1954. After the statue was bombed, 
the homes of the leaders of the PPP were searched and Mrs. Jagan 
was charged for “unlawful possession" of a copy of the PoUce 
manual instructions on riot, drill and Illegal assembly. She ap¬ 
pealed. Her husband was Jailed. She pursued the civil disobedi¬ 
ence campaign and attempted to set aside the Queen’s birthday 
to be a day of mourning for the imprisonment of her husband. 
She also lost her Illegal procession’s appeal and was fined $250 
or a prison term. On 6 September a warrant was issued for her 
arrest. FViends hid her and in the wee hours of the morning she 
returned home. Before dawn, the Police Security Inspector. 
Mervyn Barrow, went to the Jagans’ home where she Informed 
him that she would not pay the fine. She was later sentenced to 
six months’ imprisonment with hard labour and served the term. 

After the suspension of the Constituflon and the ousting of the 
PPP an Interim Government was installed on 4 January, 1954. 
The British Guiana (Constitution) (Temporary Provisions) Or- 
der-in-Council of1953 provided for a nominated Legislative Coun¬ 
cil consisting of 27 members, including three ex ojflclo mem¬ 
bers. TWO African-Guyanese women, Gertrude Hyacinth Collins 
and Esther Dey, were nominated unofllclals of the Legislative 
Council. They were very vocal in the Council’s deliberations. 

During her term in office, Gertrude Collins supported the Dem- 
erara Bauxite Company’s decision to process bauxite into alu- 
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minium because she foresaw that it would provide additional 
Jobs. She also demonstrated concern for the number of under- 
privileged children who were accommodated at the Palms geriat¬ 
ric home. Fbr nine years she agitated for the Government to find 
more suitable lodging for the children. Furthermore, she was 
concerned about the high unemployment rate which, in her opin¬ 
ion. seriously aifected the economic development of the Colony. 
Consequently, she supported attempts to develop the Colony in¬ 
dustrially. Understandably. Collins approved the Hydro-Electic 
Power Bill and rightly stated that cheap electric power would 
play an important part in the industrialisation of the Colony. As 
a trade unionist she also fought for improved conditions for the 
workers, once declaring in the Legislature: 

I would consider that I wasted my time in this In¬ 
terim Legislature if I had not brou^t the grievances 
of those public servants to the attention of the Gov¬ 
ernment.®^ 


One of her main expectations was to see the Guyanisation of the 
Public Service, where qualified Guyanese would be appointed to 
senior positions held by expatriates. Collins also wanted British 
Guiana to federate with the West Indies because, in her view, the 
region would be stronger economically. It cannot be denied that 
Collins was a stalwart and an example to female politicians. 


The other female member of the Interim Government who ar¬ 
ticulated the grievances of women and workers was Esther Dey. 
As a nominated unofficial of the legislature. Esther Dey described 
herself as a ‘floor member'.®® She was the only female member 
of the Finance Committee of the Interim Government. In sup¬ 
porting West Indian Federation, she perceived that economic de¬ 
velopment would benefit women because their menfolk would 
obtain employment. It was her view that technical education 
should be tau^^t in order to reduce dei>endency on skilled per¬ 
sonnel from abroad. She also wanted the children housed in the 
Palms to be removed to a “cottage home“ where they would be 
nurtured.®® She was interested in the welfare of women and urged 
the Government to assist those who were involved in cottage in- 
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dustrles. She recommended that post-natal education be taught 
in schools. She also e^qsressed concern over the fate of boys 
after they left the Essequibo Boys' School and su^sted that 
they be taught a trade and be encouraged to pursue useful forms 
of employment. 

She supported the Marriage Amendment BUI which was an “Or¬ 
dinance further to amend the Marriage Ordinance”, but objected 
to girls marrying at twelve years of age. In supporting the Bill, 
she pointed out that East Indian women would receive ‘proper 
matrimonial prestige'. She argued that the Bill would not inter¬ 
fere with the customs of any ethnic group and said that she had 
no objections to East Indian girls marrying according to Hindu 
and Muslim rites, if the marriage was le^dised. Her attitude to 
marriage was further expressed when she asserted: 

I am a woman and will not oppose a Bill which im¬ 
proves the prestige of the women of British Guiana 
and moreso the Indian women.^^ 

Dey and Collins continued to represent the Guyanese people in 
the legislature until the life of the Interim Government termi¬ 
nated on 29 Jime, 1957, thus providing for the national elec¬ 
tions. 

In the elections. Cheddi Jagan and Forbes Burnham led sepa¬ 
rate parties because in 1955 the PPP had split into two factions, 
namely, the Jaganite PPP and the Burnhamite PPP Some histo¬ 
rians have suggested that one of the effects of the suspension of 
the Constitution had been the break-up of the People's Pre^es- 
slve Party. Others have attributed the bifurcation to a power 
struggle within the Party. This paper will not attempt to discuss 
the issue, but notes that Jane Phillips-Gay and Jessie Burnham 
became afftliated with the Burnhamite PPP which was subse¬ 
quently renamed the People's National Congress (PNC) and had 
always been supported by women. They were attracted either by 
the charismatic leadership or the commitment and zeal of the 
female members. 
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In 1955. Goveraor Patrick Renison succeeded Governor Alfred 
Savage. Fbrbes Burnham e3q>ressed his disapproval of the new 
Governor’s appointment by leading a demonstration consisting 
mainly of women. The editor of the Guiana Times described 
these women as a ‘Kangalang’ Party • consisting of domestics 
and market hucksters. Undoubtedly, the editor of this Journal 
held the position that the Party’s base was the working-class 
women, who in his opinion were not suitably qualified to assume 
leadership roles in the Government. 


Although women played a meaningful role in political parties, 
there was an insignificant number of female candidates in the 
elections of 1957. There were five females among the fifty-five 
candidates. These were Jessica Huntley (PPP) who contested in 
electoral district No. 2 - New Amsterdam: Jessie Burnham (PNC), 
candidate in electoral district No. 4 • Western Berbtce; Jane 
Phillips-Gay (PNC), candidate in electoral district No. 5 - East¬ 
ern Demerara; Muriel Nurse (PNC) in electoral district No. 18 - 
Georgetown Central; and Janet Jagan (PPP) in electorad district 
No. 13 - Western Essequibo.®® The PPP won the elections. Janet 
Jagan polled 3.802 votes as against her nearest rival who gained 
1,719. The other women lost in their bid to obtain seats in the 
legislative. After the elections. Jessie Burnham left the PNC and 
returned to the PPP because of a dispute with her brother, later 
authoring the pamphlet. Beware My Brother Fbrbes, in which 
she said that her brother was never keen on her entering poli¬ 
tics. 


Janet Jagan was appointed Minister of Labour. Health and Hous¬ 
ing in the new PPP Administration. The Labour and Medical 
departments came under her Jurisdiction as well as the Regis¬ 
trar General and the Government Analyst. Among the issues 
which occupied her attention during her term in office were the 
debate for domestic servants to be protected by the Workmen's 
Compensation Ordinance, recognition of the BGLU at Atkinson 
Field and houses for the working-class. 


In spite of the defeat, the PNC strove to regain ground and at¬ 
tempted to mobilise women. On 5 October. 1957 the Women’s 
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Auxiliary of the PNC was formed with Jane PhilUps-Gay as chair¬ 
person. RH. Daly criticised the composition of the executive, 
claiming that the PNC was guilty of ’‘allowing the non-militant 
middle-class women to take over control”.^ The Thunder, in 
supporting Daly, claimed that the Women’s Auxiliary of the PPP 
had 99 per cent of working-class women and was led by work¬ 
ing-class women, while those who formed the executive of the 
Women's Auxiliary of the PNC were ‘mlld-toned ladles’." This 
observation conveyed the idea that the leaders of the Women’s 
Auxiliary of the PPP perceived their role as poUtlcal activists was 
to represent working-class women. It was their contention that 
this was not the position of the Women’s Auxiliary of the PNC. 
However, the PNC undertook to engage the attention of women 
and prepared to contest the elections held in 1961. This election 
witnessed the largest niunber of women to exercise their fran¬ 
chise since 1953. The Guiana Graphic, in commenting on the 
large turn out of women, noted: 

Never before in the history of local elections had so 
many women turned up to vote. They were there 
before the li^t of dawn and remained with dogged 
p>atlence-the symbol of feminine determination. The 
colourful spectacle of these women in gay costumes, 
some clutching children, some according to custom 
were barefooted - all serious and determined women, 
was a memorable one.^' 

The women who contested this election were all African-Guyanese. 
namely. Jane Phillips-Gay, Winifred Gaskin and Caroline John. 
One hundred and four men were nominated. Jane Phillips-Gay 
lost to Balram Singh Ral of the PPP in the Demerara Coast - East 
district: Winifred Gaskin was defeated by Peter D'Agular in 
Georgetown Central: and Caroline John lost to John Carter in 
the Werk-en-Rust district. 

In 1961, the Constitution provided for a nominated Senate. It 
consisted of thirteen members, among whom were Christina 
Alllcock and Anne Jardim. Janet Jagan had not contested a seat 
and was only appointed Minister of Home Affairs after the in- 
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cumbent. Claude Christian, died of a heart attack. In 1964. she 
resigned her seat allegedly because of the lack of confidence by 
the community in the Police Fbrce. who. in her opinion, had not 
been impartial in the disturbances. She claimed that they 
searched homes of Indians because they were members of the 
PPR In response to Mrs Jagan’s assertion. Senator Anne Jardim 
insinuated that **Mrs Janet Jagan was capable of not only croco> 
dlle tears but also crocodile blood must be going throu^ her 
veins for her attempt to blame the Police Fbrce for what hap¬ 
pened".*^ Evidently, she did not believe that the Police should 
take sole responsibility for the crisis. 


In the 1964 General Elections the political parties Involved more 
women than they had done in previous elections. There were 
200 candidates, of whom 15 were women.*^ It is a fact that from 
this period one witnessed the participation of a greater number 
of women as candidates in the general elections and as Govern¬ 
ment ministers. The years under examination have shown that 
female candidates were always in the minority, even in 1964 when 
they appeared to be a higher percentage than in the past. The 
causes for this were complex. It was claimed that women pre¬ 
ferred to be Involved in social work than in politics. But Muriel 
Belgrave considered this explanation too simplistic. In 1946, 
she said: "As long as women are barred, or bar themselves, from 
participating in the legislative work of the Colony laws will never 
be wholly sound or complete, because in making them half the 
brains of the Colony are not exercised."** It was also contended 
that influential men were largely responsible for the dispropor¬ 
tion of the sexes in politics. 


Although this might have been confirmed in some Instances, it 
was not always accurate. Men did support female politicians. 
This was illustrated in the Georgetown Town Council in 1946 
when Marie Bayley. the only female town councillor, complained 
about her motion not being put on the agenda. Mayor Vlbart 
Wight claimed that he had instructed the Town Clerk to delete it 
from the agenda because it was not worded correctly. She was 
supported by A.A. Thorne and Joseph Gonsalves and only with¬ 
drew the motion after she learnt that the Town Council had taken 
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steps to correct the problem ^«iiich she had brou^t to the atten> 
tlon of the CoundUors. In this incident, the councillors had called 
on the Mayor to explain his behaviour and had been dissatisfied 
with his Initial interpretation of the motion. 

In 1961. the Guiana Graphic queried: ‘Is this the woman's world 
that everyday we hear so much of?'. Is it that our women’s con¬ 
victions are not strong enough to persuade them to take more 
positive action in handling the affairs of the country?’^^ How¬ 
ever, there was a stigma attached to women’s involvement in poli¬ 
tics. Gertrude Collins, among others, was a victim of this atti¬ 
tude. The few women who participated actively In politics were 
considered imfeminine. They did not conform to the general 
concept of the role of women. But In breaking away from the 
pack, they were able to bring Into sharp focus the true condition 
of the dispossessed, particularly the down-trodden women. 


In conclusion, it must be emphasised that women were initially 
disqualified from entry into politics partly by the stringent prop¬ 
erty qualifications. Later, although the opportunity arose, some 
preferred social work to active participation in politics. How- 



improvement of their people had begun to make a significant 
impact on Guyanese society, despite the hostility of the press 
and some of their womenfolk. They realised their full potential 
and understood that they had an important role to play in the 
decision-making process in Guyana. Their example encouraged 
women at all levels to Join in the fight for Guyanisation and self- 
government. 


It is a fact that some women, because of their high profiles, would 
not escape the notice of the historians, but the nameless ones 
also contributed to the evolution of the role of women in politics. 
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up to 1953 


by 

Kimani S. Sehusi 


The original People’s Progressive Party' was the hrst mass-based, 
multi-racial, political organisation in the history of Guyana^, a 
multi-racial society in which the masses had traditionally suf¬ 
fered at the hands of exploiters. It was also the ftrst genuine 
political party in the country. 

For these very reasons, the original PPP was the first political 
organisation to recognize clearly that the fundamental contradic¬ 
tion in the society then, as it is now. was that between labour and 
capital. It was also the first political party consciously to set out 
to resolve this major contradiction, as well as the other second¬ 
ary ones, for the benefit of the working people of the land. 

It was too. the first political group with a permanent central or¬ 
ganisation. a bureaucracy, and a guiding ideology which, together 
with a well-thought-out programme, united the Guyanese work¬ 
ing people and their allies into a force. This force dominated its 
political environment beyond all expectations, winning 75 per 
cent of the seats contested in the 1953 General Elections, merely 
three years after its formal launching in January 1950. It was a 
stunning success. In essence, the original PPP was the first po¬ 
litical organisation to satisfy the perceived political needs of the 
overwhelming majority of the Guyanese people. It represented a 
qualitative transformation in the politick organisation extant in 
Guyana before 1950. and In the kind of politics practised before 
its advent. 


But the original PPP did not appear on the Guyanese political 
scene out of nowhere. It had its genesis in the increasing 
conscienttzacao of the Guyanese people, the liberalization of the 
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franchise, and the sqipUcatlon of Marxist political theory to the 
Guyanese society by radical young Intellectuals. 

Long before the era of the original PPP and the leaders of thi« 
Party, many organisations and leaders had fought for process in 
the country. Some organisations were limited because they were 
based only In some sections of the working people. Others were 
restricted because they sought to advance only the cause of the 
so-ealled middle class. Some leaders were imsuccessfiil because 
they failed to comprehend the fundamental conflict between la- 
bour and capital In the society. Others did not succeed because 
they did not understand the necessity for imlty against a com^ 
mon enemy. But it remains the truth that the lessons and the 
fluctuating material gains of this stru^e were handed down from 
generation to generation in the Guyanese political culture. 

In January 1950. the material, political, ideological and organi¬ 
sational results of this struggle were meagre in terms of what 
was to be achieved in the next three years. British Guiana was 
still very much In the grip of British colonialism. The country 
was a Crown Colony. The great majority of the Guyanese people 
were excluded from the franchise and from the formal political 
process.^ On the other hand, the British Governor stood at the 
head of both the wholly-nominated Executive Council and the 
partly-elected Legislative Council. The economic life of the Colony 
was dominated by sug^ and bauxite multi-national companies 
(MNCs). while the workers were still disunited, poor in material 
things, poor in health, in education, and in ideology. 

The Guyanese political culture was still dominated by divisive 
sectional interests. Organisations such as the Guiana Industrial 
Workers Union (GIWU), British Guiana Labour Union (BGLU) 
and Man Power Citizens’ Association (MPCA) were based on in¬ 
dustrial sections of the working people and so could not speak 
for them all. Again, The League of Coloured People (LCP), Brit¬ 
ish Guiana East Indian Association (BGEIA) and I^rtuguese Club 
were based on social sections of the Guyanese people and could 
not represent them all. The established church was a part of the 
colonial system, obfuscating its role in helping to keep the poor. 
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poor and the rich. rich. None of these organisations confronted 
the problems of the society on a national level. 

This was first attempted by the Political Affairs Committee (PAC). 
Although It was not a political party, the PAC was the embryo and 
forerunner of the original People's Progressive Party.^ It was de^ 
Uberately conceived as such, aiming from its inception assist 
the growth and development of the Labour and Progressive Move¬ 
ments of British Guiana, to the end of establishing a strong, dis¬ 
ciplined and enlightened Party, equipped with the theory of sct- 
endflc socialism’'.^ The Committee also aimed to provide the 
Guianese masses with information and scientific political analy¬ 
ses of both local and international current affairs, and to develop 
discussion groups by circulating relevant printed matter* 

The PAC was a small discussion group formed in 1946 by Cheddi 
Jagan. Janet Jagan. Jocelyn Hubbard and Ashton Chase. At 
first, the major influence on the public was the increasingly popu¬ 
lar PAC Bulletin, the first issue of which appeared on 6 Nov. 
1946. Later. PAC discussion circles helped to develop and clariiy 
ideas and thus indirectly influenced the developing conscious¬ 
ness of the Guyanese people. Later still, public meetings helped 
PAC leaders to communicate with the people. 

However, the PAC Bulletin remained the major educational in¬ 
strument. In simple language It applied Marxist-Leninist theory 
to the Guyanese socio-economic formation to explain this 
Guianese reality to the people. The PAC leaders saw clearly that 
if they were to achieve ^eir aims, one of their chief tasks had to 
be the education of the masses about basic political and eco¬ 
nomic questions in colonial Guyana. 

They also realised that, while the increasing participation of the 
masses in the struggle for change had increased their conscious¬ 
ness. the latter's understanding of the economic and political 
bases of colonialism was generally either non-existent or faulty. 
These leaders realized, too. that their own ideas were too novel 
to provoke widespread reaction and understanding among the 
Guyanese people. This was particularly true of race and other 
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divisive issues, for the people were accustomed to the then po- 
Utlcal fare of narrow sectoral loyalties. 

FVom the pages of the Bulletin the structure of the society was 
unveiled. Poverty and class relations were discussed and (even* 
tually and inevitably) capitalist exploitation was unmasked ‘‘as 
the foundation from which the depredations and evils of coloni¬ 
alism flowed".^ Thus, the PAC isolated British colonialism as 
the enemy of the people and used its oppression as a cause 
c^l^bre around which it tried to unite the Guyanese people. The 
local foci of British capitalist control and exploitation > the Gov¬ 
ernor. the colonial legislature and the sugar and bauxite compa¬ 
nies - were all attacked for their roles in keeping the working 
people poor and exploited. 

The PAC also fought against such obstacles to the people's strug¬ 
gle for a Just society as the ad hoc political ‘parties’ with limiting 
sectoral programmes and appeal, a consequent absence of per¬ 
manent. professional bureaucratic party machinery, the domi¬ 
nation of the middle-class intellectuals and businessmen in po¬ 
sitions of leadership, the absence of a coherent plan for the de¬ 
velopment of the country for the workers, and the absence of a 
common ideology to weld the fractious working-class together 
into a common, centrally directed force against its enemies. The 
PAC geared itself to establish a party which would change this 
system, erect a radically restructured economy, establish an in¬ 
dependent Guyanese state, and lead it to socialism.® It was cou¬ 
rageous even in announcing such aims. 

The PAC existed for three years, from Nov. 1946 to December 
1949. In this time it “...worked with the trade union movement, 
spreading new and progressive ideas, giving solidarity, both lo¬ 
cal and foreign ... teaching and holding classes in Marxism-Len¬ 
inism. preaching and practising internationalism, guiding work¬ 
ing people into struggle and laying the foundations for a political 
Party to be equipped with the theory of socialism".® By 1949, its 
leaders had already gained valuable political experience, raised 
the consciousness of the masses and established an important 
working relationship with them. Since 1947, PAC had recog- 
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nized the necessity for a quaUtative change In the people’s strug- 
0e against capitalism, and had decided on a concomitant new 
kind of workers' rganlsatlon. By 1950, the work of the PAC had 
prepared both its members and the people. The vision of a work¬ 
ers* party leading an independent Guyana to socialism remained 
strong. But in 1949. the next task of the PAC was to transform 
vision into reality. 


Thus, even thou^ there was no party organisation before 1950. 
the groimd had been well prepared for the forthcoming People's 
Progressive Party (PPP). Indeed, the party organisation and of¬ 
ficers had been Identified since the second half of 1949. How¬ 
ever. it was not until early in 1950 that the party was ofilcially 
launched at a meeting called for that purpose at the Progressive 
High School in Georgetown.'* This party was qualitatively and 
quantitatively superior to all preceding local organisations which 
had sought to exert influence upon the politics of the land, in¬ 
cluding the Sugar Producers' Association (SPA), which was the 
political organ of the sugar planters. 

Besides the careful and valuable preparation of the PAC. the origi¬ 
nal PPP benefited from having leaders who had significant previ¬ 
ous political, trade union and organisational experience, the ar¬ 
ticulation of a relevant, attractive, nationalistic programme in 
catchy Marxist terms which the masses and other socio-economic 
groups found lovable, and the initiation and mastery of a power¬ 
ful party organisation which eventually proliferated throughout 
the country. 


In 1950. Dr. Cheddl B. Jagan was undoubtedly the most experi¬ 
enced and most popular of the leaders of the original PPP FVom 
the time of his return to Guyana on 5 October, 1943. he had 
made it his policy to work with progressive people wherever they 
were to be found:but among existing organisations, a lack of 
enthusiasm for the needs of the ordinary people caused him to 
move from one to the other, and eventually join with similar- 
minded people to found their own. Thus, he worked with the 
British Guiana East Indian Association (BGEIA). but left it be¬ 
cause. like the League of Coloured People (LCP). its counterpart 
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among the Africans, it was dominated by middle-class interests 
and had no emphasis upon programmes for the masses.*’ Dr. 
Ja^ui then became an officii of the Man Power Citizen’s Asso* 
elation (MPCA). but was relieved of his office because of difflcul- 
ties with the union's leadership, which was becoming 
unprogresslve. It soon after became a 'Company' unlon.*^ Dr. 
Ja^n then became closely associated with the newly formed 
Guiana Industrial Workers' Union (GIWU) and later, accepted 
the position of President of the Sawmill Workers Union. By this 
time. Dr. Jag^n had already helped form the PAC and had been a 
member of the Legislative Council since 1947. 

Other leaders of the original PPP would bring experiences gEilned 
from similar involvement of lesser magnitude in existing organ!- 
satlons. Thus Ayube Edim. Jai Naralne Singh and Dr. Joseph 
Prayag Latchmansingh would also have experience in the BGEIA. 
Dr. Claude Denbow in the LCR and Edun in the MPCA. Sidney 
King and George Younge of Buxton were experienced Local Au¬ 
thority men. Janet Jagan and Winifred Gaskin had gained con¬ 
siderable expertise from their organisation of the Women's Politi¬ 
cal and Economic Organisation (WPEO). Later on. yoimg intel¬ 
lectuals such as Rory Westmaas, Martin Carter. Keith Carter. 
Lionel Jeffrey and Rodwell Athcrly Joined the original PPR Be¬ 
sides being ^tter educated academically, these young men of¬ 
fered the distinct advantage of having steeped themselves In Marx¬ 
ism-Leninism prior to their Involvement in the PPR 

The Party held its first congress on 1 April 1951 when its first 
Constitution was adopted. In this document was enshrined the 
pursuance of the goal of natlonad self-determination and inde¬ 
pendence.*’ Later, when a preamble was introduced, it enunci¬ 
ated this goal more grandly: 

In the firm belief that the people of British Guiana, 
like peoples everywhere, are entitled to the full en¬ 
joyment of all the human rights and fundamental 
freedoms often proclaimed as the common stand¬ 
ard of achievement for all peoples and nations, we... 
have resolved to combine our efforts to achieve the 
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National Independence of British Guiana, and to se¬ 
cure for all Guianese social progress and increas- 
Ingly better standards of life. ** 

At this first confess too. L.FS. Burnham was elected Party Chair¬ 
man; Dr. C.B. Jagan, Leader of the Legl^tive Group; HA. FVaser. 
First Vice-Chairman; C. Wong, Second \fice-Chairman; J. Jagan, 
General Secretary; S. King, Assistant General Secretary and Ram 
Karran, Treasurer. Members of the General Council were A. 
Chase. R. Luck. F.O. van Sertlma. 1. Cendrecourt. M. Thompson. 
H. Critchlow. E. Kennard. T Lee. V Flng^l. Jal Naralne Singh. 
S. La Taste. J. Latchmanslngh. C. Cambridge. F Bowman and 
Pandit S. Mlslr.*^ 

The Constitution also made provision for an annual Party con¬ 
gress. which was charged wi^ the responsibility to “adopt plat¬ 
forms, elect officers, and generally determine Party organisation 
and policy".*^ Party groups were organised in communities 
throu^out the country. It was these groups which elected del- 
e^tes to the Party congress which in turn elected the General 
Council. A smaller Executive Committee was elected from this 
General Council to nm Party business on a dally basis. This 
mode of organisation ensured that every Party member had a 
chance of electing officials and determining policy. Indeed, “this 
democratic structure may have been the Party’s most important 
contribution to West Indian political life”.*^ 

This mass participation in the Party was facilitated by a hi^ly 
centralized and extremely efficient network of ofilclals and com¬ 
munication which reached from the first rung among the grass¬ 
roots to the General Secretary - in these early ye£U’S. Janet Jagan 
- at head office in 199 Charlotte Street, Georgetown, and back 
again to the grassroots. 

The local group was the basic unit of the Party, both in theory”* 
and in practice.^' Each group would have a Chairman, Secre¬ 
tary. Vice-Chairman, Treasurer. Committee members and ordi¬ 
nary members. Each group decided when it would meet. Most 
met weekly. In farming areas, this was not possible throu^out 
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the year, and few meetings were held during crop time. However, 
there was Intense Party activity after the crop. 

Above the Party group was the constituency group. This was a 
grouping of Party groups in each electoral constituency. Based 
upon one delegate to each ftve ftnanclal members in a group, it 
had power to elect Party representatives in open elections on any 
level; but its nominations were subject to the approval of the 
Central Executive.^ FVom its inception, the original People's Pro¬ 
gressive Party aimed at being a mass Party. “Everyone who wanted 
to join had a good chance of being admltted,”^^ though persons 
of very bad reputation in their districts were excluded. It was 
not a cadre party. Members were not required to be politically 
active, but each group had moblllzers in its area. The Party 
worked towards some measure of discipline among its mem¬ 
bers. each of whom could be faulted for missing a certain number 
of meetings and/or falling behind in payment of dues. There 
were also sanctions for acting in a manner prejudicial to the best 
interests of the Party. 

The mobilisation of the Guianese masses was an essential, per¬ 
haps the most essential aspect of the concept of the PPP as a 
mass-based political organisation to ftght colonialism, represent 
the masses and lead the country to independence and socialism. 
Since the days of the PAC. most of those who eventually became 
members of the leadership of the PPP had consciously developed 
a pro-people posture and worked primarily to develop a rela¬ 
tionship with the masses which supported the alms of the com¬ 
mittee. After the formation of the PPP this process was accentu¬ 
ated. 

Their previous experiences and political record equipped the PPP 
leaders with a repertoire of advantages which they deployed ef¬ 
fectively over existing rivals. Besides, their introduction of a new 
kind of politics, in which there was mass participation, aided the 
process which took the original People’s Progressive Party to a 
majority victory in the 1953 elections. This eventually fright¬ 
ened the British into the orchestration of the savage overthrow of 
a legally-elected and democratic Administration and the derall- 
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ment of the nationalist movement In Guyana. Hence, the use of 
persona] Influence, links with existing organisations and the for* 
matlon of new ones, regular public meetings througliout the coun¬ 
try. pickets, demonstrations, petitions and other forms of dem¬ 
onstrations around pubUc Issues became devices Increasing^ 
used by the leadership of the Party: they count among the Party's 
contributions to Guyanese political culture. 

The task of mobilising the people was tackled In a number of 
ways, but the most important remained the formation of Party 
^oups throughout the land. About two or three leaders of the 
Party went into an area - usually at the invitation of people there 
but sometimes because they considered it a good place to organ¬ 
ise the people. Police permission was obtained and three or four 
speakers arranged for a public meeting to which all were invited. 
The Party always tried to have as chairperson someone from the 
district who knew its problems. One of the speakers would talk 
about how to Join the Party, and interested persons were asked 
to gather after the meeting The latter were then asked to iden¬ 
tify someone to represent the Party in the district. The Party’s 
official receipt book for registering members would be left with 
that person. It was usually filled quickly. The person in charge 
would then post or take the subscriptions and book to Party 
Headquarters in Georgetown. Sometimes, another receipt book 
was needed. In any event, a date would be fixed at which a Party 
organiser would visit the district to meet members, give them 
their membership cards, introduce them to the rules and princi¬ 
ples of the Party, ask them to continue making new members if 
they were not ready to form a group, and otherwise fix a date for 
the election of office-bearers.^^ 

If the local dignitary who chaired the initial public meeting be¬ 
came involved in this process, his influence alone was enough to 
assure him a post, usually chairman. Hence. Ayearst's observa¬ 
tion that the Chairman of the group was normally a local bigwig, 
but the real work was usually done by the secretary, who attained 
this post by reputation for ability and dedlcation.^^ It was the 
secretary who kept the local group in touch with the Party head¬ 
quarters through the General ^cretary - Janet Jagan - and 
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through whom In turn the Party Executive communicated with 
the constituency committees and grassroots. 

The personal contacts and influence of Party leaders were used 
to stimulate Interest in the original PPR Dr. Cheddl Jagan's den¬ 
tal surgery was very Instnunental In this process. There, litera¬ 
ture was ^stributed and discussions held. The same activities 
took place in Forbes Burnham's lawyer’s office, but on a lesser 
scale.^^ Sidney King was well known on the East Coast, where he 
was a teacher. He also had teacher contacts through the British 
Guiana Ibachers’ Association (BGTA). Ashton Chase exerted great 
Influence as a trade unionist. 

In the early days. Chase and Burnham had mainly urban contact 
with the people, while Jagan’s Influence and contact were coun¬ 
try-wide. He had held many public meetings before the Party 
was formed, often with King. The social convulsion at Plantation 
Enmore in 1948 had given these two, along with Janet Jagan, 
Ram Karran and others, a lot of publicity and popularity with 
the working people.^^ Besides. Dr. Jagan’s role in the Legislative 
Council in proposing motions for social reform and consistently 
opposing 'unpopular Government measures’ won for him many 
working-class admirers and sympathisers.^ Thus, the Party lead¬ 
ership had contact with politically active people in most areas of 
the country.^* 

In these early days, groups were formed over most of the 
coastland. but many parts of the hinterland were excluded be¬ 
cause of restrictions from visiting Amerindian reservations and 
the concessions of foreign companies at places such as Winlperu 
and Mackenzie. However. Dr. Jagan had greater access than the 
other leaders because of his privilege of being a member of the 
Legislative Council." 

By the end of 1952. the flrst phase in the formation of Party 
groups had been completed. The North West District, Bartica. 
Mackenzie. East Coast and East Bank Demerara. New Amster¬ 
dam. Corentyne. Kwakwanl. Ituni. the Essequibo coast and Is¬ 
lands. Pomeroon and Mazaruni-Potaro districts all had groups 
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by then. There were few areas which were not organised. All 
groups were regarded as lawful arms of the Party, and each could 
cany on activities in the Party’s name. Often, a signboard showed 
the meeting place of the PPP group. 

The groups raised money for the Party through dances, raffles, 
and other activities of this nature. Often, a group would put on a 
programme which Included a public lecture. Members at the 
grassroot level expressed opinions on matters of importance gen¬ 
erally canied in the press, which was sometimes biased against 
them. Party groups also passed resolutions on Party policies on 
specific issues. In this way. they helped to increase the conscious¬ 
ness of the people and strengthen the democratic structure of 
the org^mlsatlon, for it was widely recognized that ideas did not 
originate only at the centre of the Party.^' 

The leadership core of the PAC and PPP had steadily expanded 
its influence and support until it represented a wide cross-sec¬ 
tion of the Guyanese people. By 1951, even one of Dr. Jagan’s 
staunch detractors had recognized that the PPP parliamentary 
leader’s activities in the House had “... won him wide popularity 
as the champion of the working-classes euid (remained) the foun¬ 
dation of the solid support which he (then enjoyed) from a very 
wide section of the working-classes of the Colony”.®* By then, the 
multi-racial aspect of the Party's nature was clear to this anti- 
PPP observer, who recorded that the Party membership - which 
he numbered at 3,060 - was “fairly evenly distributed among the 
Africans. East Indians and mixed races”.®® 

FVom the inception even of the PAC. the multi-racial nature of the 
nationalist movement in the country was proclaimed and prac¬ 
tised. However, the 1947 General Elections experience sensi¬ 
tised the leaders to the reality that charisma and race were im¬ 
portant determinants of election results.®^ This was analysed to 
mean that the movement had to acquire a multi-racial image to 
attract in large numbers, both East Indians and Africans who 
together amounted to over 80 per cent of the country’s popula¬ 
tion. Besides a multi-racial group of leaders, an important con¬ 
comitant of this image was found to be the recruitment of ”an 
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African leader who had the same magnetic appeal among Afri¬ 
cans that Cheddl Jagan had among Indians".^ ^rbes Burnham, 
a Guyanese lawyer educated In London and an outstanding ora¬ 
tor. was chosen at the time the group transformed Itself into the 
PPP Thus dual chaiisma and dual race came to be installed in 
the leadership of the original People's Progressive Party. 

It is misleading to conclude that ideology took a back seat in this 
process. It would also be erroneous to assume that this ques¬ 
tion dominated the Party. The truth is that the original People's 
Progressive Party was no Mandst-Lentnlst Party but a grouping 
of a wide cross-section of Guyanese nationalists which included 
among Its leadership a strong group of Marxists and others whose 
strident nationalism found facile expression in Marxist rhetoric. 
Unlike the other territories in the English-speaking Caribbean, it 
was the radical Marxist left wing which dominated the original 
PPP and the nationalist movement from its inception.^ 

Much of the Party machinery, the secretariat, the publications 
and organisational work, were under the control of Marxists and 
people with interests in Marxism. Indeed. Marxists could usu¬ 
ally carry the vote in the Central Executive. It was this Marxist 
faction within the PPP leadership which organised youth groups 
such as the Pioneer Youth League (PYL) in Georgetown and the 
Demerara Youth Rally (DYR) on the East Coast of Demerara.®’ 
These young, lower middle-class radicals also formed the Peace 
Committee. Forbes Burnham, in middle-class background and 
university training not imlike most of them, became one of their 
chief opponents within the Party." 

In these years before 1953. no one openly rejected Marxism, 
though Dr. Joseph Latchmansingh. Jai Narine Singh and Aubrey 
Fraser would later do so. Dr. Hanoman, a one-time executive 
member like those others, was neither Marxist nor socialist. 
There were also Fabian socialists among other, older members 
of the Party hierarchy. But there were no open conflicts over the 
programme because the overpowering presence of capitalism, 
especially in the form of Booker Bros. McConnell & Co. and the 
bauxite companies, dominated the consciousness of the 
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hierarchy.^ While most of the leaders were familiar with the 
tenets of Mandsm. the situation was different among the rank 
and file. No serious drive was ever made to inculcate Marxism in 
them. However, the more ardent and discerning followers were 
undoubtedly famllartsed with at least Marxist phraseology gleaned 
from speeches and Party literature, especially Thunder, the Party 
newspaper.^ and also from classes organised by the Party. 

Thunder was one of the key means by which the PPP bureauc¬ 
racy maintained contact with Its members, especially the masses, 
at whom many of Its articles were aimed. It was “basically an 
educational paper, carrying well prepared articles on the class 
struggle, studies on Imperialism, exposes of the wrongs of our 
society."^' Essentially a grander version of Its ideological pred¬ 
ecessor, the PAC Bulletin, Thunder put forth a constant stream 
of articles on various issues which exposed how the society 
worked, who benefited from the exploited workers* labour, what 
had to be done to correct the situation, outlined the ideas upon 
which a new society was to be built, and adopted a vigorous pro¬ 
gressive posture on the side of other e^lolted people fighting for 
their rights in the world. In essence, it attempted to provide its 
members with a wide education In local and international poli¬ 
tics.** 

In many ways besides ideological continuity. Thunder cannot be 
divorced from the PAC Bulletin. Before the advent of the Bulle¬ 
tin, the newspaper was an Important source of information for a 
growing number of Guyanese people. However, no newspaper 
presented them with the analyses and Ideological tools that these 
featured. The language was new. It was the language of Marx¬ 
ism-Leninism. Already awakened by the PAC. interest in this 
new kind of politics quickened with the advent of Thunder. Many 
people Joined the PPP because of what they read in the Party's 
newspaper.*® Both were relatively easy to acquire. The Bulletin, 
In limited numbers, was distributed free,** while the Thunder 
cost a penny.*® 

The activities and methods of the Party won it more and more 
attention and more members. The representation of the peo- 
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pie's cause on issues in various localities in the country, pickets, 
demonstrations, public meetings, petitions, distribution of lit¬ 
erature - in a word, the politics of exposure and protest - were 
used to get its message across to Guianese. These methods were 
new to Guiana. They ushered in a qualitative transformation of 
the kind of politics practised In the country. Systematic public 
meetings were held all over the country, not Just at election time 
and not only in heavily-populated areas. While their political 
opponents were Idle, the PPP used these occasions to meet with 
the people of the country. e?q)lain Its policy and programme, show 
them why they needed to be organised into a political party, the 
nature of the party they needed, and preached the new creed of 
racial unity. 

By October 1953, a wide cross-section of the Guyanese nation 
supported the Party. These included the majority of workers 
and farmers of all ages, parts of the middle-class civil servants, 
professionals, teachers, many Indians in the local manufactur¬ 
ing class, and many of the local African petite bourgeoisie and 
others.^ In this process of the political education of the masses, 
discussions and seminars were regularly held to provide inten¬ 
sive experiences for Party members. This was especially true of 
the early years.^^ Classes on ideology were sometimes held in 
given areas. Labour and the role of the working people. Guianese 
history, and constitutional change were all topics discussed.^ 
Besides attacking such basic issues as the living and working 
conditions of the people throughout the country, the PPP also 
took the side of the people in issues at the local level. Some¬ 
times. when the Party had the means, it attempted to correct 
some of these situations. The literacy campaign based in the 
Indian villages is of particular importance in this respect. These 
activities won for the Party an increasing amount of respect and 
followers.^® 

Large numbers of people were mobilized and participated in these 
activities. Sometimes, the Party organised a programme to por¬ 
tray its position upon a speciAc issue. This occurred in response 
to the advent of the Waddington Commission. The PPP organ¬ 
ised a country-wide petition campaign to present its demands to 
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the Commission. When the Commission presented its propos¬ 
als. the Party organised another petition, this time against some 
of them. Again, street-comer meetings were held and sl^iatures 
collected throughout the country. Mobilisation of the people was 
a cornerstone of the PPP's protest. 

The public debate and protest provoked by the Whddlngton Com¬ 
mission arose primarily because the PPP regarded the Commis¬ 
sion as an opportunity to achieve some of the aims of its pro¬ 
gramme. The Party's first programme, published in April 1950.^ 
included most of the demands for constitutional reform made 
during the sitting of the Commission. These demands added up 
to the strong case for universal adult suffrage and self-Govern- 
ment made by Cheddi Jagan and Fbrbes Burnham, the Party’s 
two representatives before the Commission. The Party’s pro- 
gi'amme also called for an end to colonialism, first employment 
opportunities for Guianese, recognition of unions supported by 
a majority of workers, housing for the poor, security of tenure for 
rice farmers and land development. 

The PPP leadership had decided that, at that juncture, change 
could not result from action in the legislature because a majority 
of legislators did not represent the people. Hence the accent was 
on protest. Besides, protest was a way of directly Involving the 
people in the formal political process. The PPP had been well- 
prepared for these radical Innovations in Guianese politics from 
its inception. Despite the history of protest in Guiana, it was the 
first political group to adopt a systematic analysis of the coun¬ 
try’s problems to see how they could have been corrected.^' This 
was a conscious diachronic investigation in which the PPP's foimd- 
ers tried to identify and avoid the pitfalls of previous political 
org^nlsations.^^ This process, informed by existing ills in the 
society, resulted in the Party’s mass-based, multi-racial and hl^ily- 
organlsed character and a programme which aimed at radical 
change within, and raised the spectre of change of. the system. 
This was a direct attack upon the existing structure of Guianese 
society and those who profited from this structure, chiefly inter¬ 
national capitalism as manifested mainly in the sugar and baux¬ 
ite companies and their local adherents. 
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These were powerful enemies. But It was the first time the power 
structure was confronted with such a well-organlsed chaUenge. 
It was a well'planned and well-orchestrated attack. The leaders 
of the original PPP understood the nature, if not the immense 
difficulty, of the task they had undertaken. The work they had 
done among their compatriots had produced what was probably 
the most enlightened working-class In the Anglophone Caribbean 
at that Juncture. Guyanese nationalism had been aroused. Sig¬ 
nificant numbers of most sections of the country’s population 
had been won over to their cause. But the Party remained op¬ 
posed by the propertied interests and the British Government, 
which was alarmed by the radical posture and Marxist leanings 
of the PPP’s leadership. 

Since 1947. Vincent Roth declared in the legislature that PAC 
meant "Push All Communism’*.^ but there was no crusade against 
Marxism-Leninism, which was then an impopular creed.^ How¬ 
ever. the onset of the Cold War facilitated the political opponents 
of the PPP with increasing room to manoeuvre against the Party. 
All radicals were lumped together in the category of 'commu¬ 
nist*. and conununism was equated with everything which was 
evil. This soon became a full-blown campaign against all 
progressives. It was spearheaded by the secret machinery of the 
British Government and was not limited to British Guiana.” 
These forces were greatly distressed by the lar^ volume” of pro¬ 
gressive literature imported and circulated by the PPP Although 
most were on sale in London: 

the British Governor found them dangerous to Brit¬ 
ish Guiana, and banned a long list of them ... at al¬ 
most the same time when the British Government 
declared from London that it was extending to all its 
colonies the Convention oj Human Rights, which 
particularly affirms the right to receive and import 
ideas through any medlum.^^ 

Several radical West Indian Labour leaders were banned from 
entering the Colony of British Guiana and many leaders of the 
PPP were banned from West Indian territories. In British Guiana. 
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Mr. Lionel Luckhoo. nominated to the L^islatlve Council by the 
Governor, gave notice of a motion recommending that the Gov¬ 
ernment enact legislation . prohibiting the entry into the Colony 
of literature, publications, propaganda or films which are sub¬ 
versive or contrary to public intcresr.” This quickly became 
known as the ' Dunce Motion’ and received wide condemnation 
as an attack upon democracy.^* Nevertheless, it was passed on 
14 March 1952.~ 


The PPP used the occasion of the Bill to continue its mobilisation 
of the Guyanese masses with street-comer meetings, pickets and 
demonstrations.®' The Bill became a central issue in the 1953 
elections, and helped ensure the defeat of Mr. Luckhoo and his 
Party.®* 
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15 : State Capitalism in Guyana: An Assessment 
of Burnham’s Co-operatiTe Socialist Republic 

by 

Clive 7. Thomae 


1953 was a watershed year In the political development of Guy- 
ana. After centuries of mass struggle, first against colonial slav¬ 
ery and later its modified form, the system of indentured immi¬ 
grant labour, the twentieth-century national Independence move¬ 
ment had succeeded In forcing the colonial authorities to hold 
elections under a system of universal adult suffrage and a Con¬ 
stitution that offered what was for that time a relatively high de¬ 
gree of'internal self-government*. 

The previous Constitution was the classic Crown Colony type, in 
that it provided for a legislature and executive made up mostly of 
nominated Colonial Office officials, with the ‘elected’ element being 
elected by the 3 per cent of the population which was then enti¬ 
tled to vote, despite an overall literacy rate of 80 per cent in the 
country. In the 1953 elections, the People’s Progressive Party 
(PPP) won 18 of the 24 elected seats and formed the first Marxist 
Government to be elected to office, if not power, in the British 
Empire. However, within 133 days of the election and formation 
of the Administration, the Colonl^ Office intervened forcibly, dis¬ 
solved the Government and suspended the Constitution. 

The electoral success of the PPP had been based largely on the 
achievement of a broad unity among the masses of the two domi¬ 
nant ethnic groups: Indians and Africans. But after the suspen¬ 
sion of the Constitution an active colonial policy of ‘divide-and- 
rule’ was pursued and, by 1955. the PPP and the mass move¬ 
ment it embraced were split into two main groupings. One of 
these was led by Cheddl Jagan, leader of the original PPR and 
the other by Forbes Burnham, the Chairman. In the internal 
struggles that followed, the latter failed in his bid to inherit the 
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leadership of the original PPP and instead, in 1957, formed, from 
his faction, the People’s National Congress (PNC). The split was 
based on both ideological and ethnic differences. 

The suspension of the Constitution was followed by four years of 
Colonial Office interim rule. When elections were held imder a 
modified Constitution in 1957. Cheddi Jagan’s party won; the 
same thing occurred again in the 1961 elections. This forced the 
colonial power to resort to a well^documented manoeuvre in col¬ 
laboration with the PNC, the US Government and the CIA. The 
manoeuvre required the provocation of Internal unrest and a 
modfficatlon of the electoral basis of the Constitution (by replac¬ 
ing the ‘first-past-the-post’ electoral system with one based on 
proportional representation) in order to install the PNC to office 
with the new elections held in 1964. In May 1966, formal consti¬ 
tutional power was handed over to the PNC Administration un¬ 
der the leadership of Forbes Burnham. 

Space does not permit any lengthy discussion of this period and 
the interested reader should consult Jagan (1966) and Thomas 
(1982) for an extended analysis. For our immediate purpose, 
however, certain features of the Independence settlement need 
special emphasis because of their later significance. 

First, an examination of the circumstances surrounding the In¬ 
dependence settlement arrived at between Burnham and the co¬ 
lonial authorities reveals that this was based on the exclusion of 
the masses and, in particular the PPP as the then organised ex¬ 
pression of the masses, from any real political power. 

Secondly, in order to achieve this, the electoral system was un¬ 
dermined as the colonial power, in collusion with the PNC. re¬ 
sorted to the most cynical manipulation of the ConstltuHon. This 
is an important point, since as Thomas (1982) has stressed, in 
the political history of Guyana, constitutional struggles, while 
important in themselves, have usually reflected deeper social 
considerations connected with the state of the class struggle and 
the question of which class wielded political power in the coun¬ 
try. When to this is added previous recourse to arbitrary inter- 
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ventions against the Constitution as occurred In Guyana In 1928, 
1953 and in 1978, it is clear that, despite the tradition of 
Westminlster-style parliamentarlanlsm in the English-speaking 
Caribbean, neither rulers nor ruled in Guyana have functioned 
in terms of an enduring legal framework within which the exer¬ 
cise of state power occurs. 

Thirdly, the events of 1953 and after, particularly as they un¬ 
folded in the context of the Cold War hysteria of this period, 
brought Guyana, although a British colony, more and more within 
the orbit of American strategic interests. Inkeeping with the 
hegemonic and hemispheric role of American imperialism at the 
time, the American Government asserted its influence on Guy¬ 
ana's politics not only through the British Government, but di¬ 
rectly through crude interventions in the country's domestic af¬ 
fairs. This incorporation of Guyana into the orbit of American 
interests was no doubt Influenced by the consideration that the 
PPR the majority Party of this period, under the leadership of 
Cheddi Jagan, was clearly supportive of the ofllcial pro-Moscow 
grouping of communist and workers’ parties. 

Perhaps, above all else, the Independence settlement demon¬ 
strated that there was no 'smashing of the colonial state' in Guy¬ 
ana. The absence of a revolutionary break with the colonial state 
structure, however, should not be allowed to mask the fact that 
the post-colonial state, almost as it were on the morrow of Inde¬ 
pendence. began a signlflcant dimensional growth in three areas, 
namely. bureaucratisaUon. militarisation and ideologisation. This 
development was a functional imperative of two considerations. 
One was that Guyana became a new state in a capitalist world 
system made up of nation states. The other was that the state of 
internal class struggle in Guyana required that state power should 
play a vital role in the consolidation of a hegemonic class in the 
country. 

The underdevelopment of the two dominant classes of our his¬ 
torical age (working-class and bourgeoisie) in Guyana, combined 
with the country's highly complex and variegated class structure, 
in which ethnic factors play critical roles, resulted in a certain 
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fluidity of political power and in the particular instnunentalist 
role that the state is playing in class formation. In the develop- 
ment of capitalism in Europe and America the consolidation of 
economic power by the bourgeoisie preceded their acquisition of 
state and political power. In Guyana, as elsewhere in ^e capital¬ 
ist periphery, the reverse is generally occurring: that is. political/ 
state power is being used as an instrument for the consolidation 
of a developing ruling class. 

In 1970, four years after Independence, the ruling Party declared 
Guyana a Co-operative Socialist Republic. A number of factors 
prompted this particular development. To begin with, the broad 
mass of the population had a very militant anti-colonial tradi¬ 
tion. This militancy is reflected in the early maturing of rela¬ 
tively highly developed trade union structures in the country. The 
harsh conditions of plantation labour and enclave mining and 
the influence of anti-colonial ideas on these were no doubt mainly 
responsible for the high level of class consciousness among the 
main sections of the work force in the sugar and bauxite indus¬ 
tries. although ethnic differences (the sugar workers are mainly 
of Indian descent and the bauxite workers mainly of African de¬ 
scent) hindered the growth of cross-industry class solidarity. 

Secondly, the tradition of militant anti-colonialism and trade 
unionism was both product and producer of a situation in which 
large sections of the work force were influenced by Marxist ideas 
and functioned within organisations that claimed a Marxist- 
Leninist leadership. This is seen in the history and development 
of both the PPP itself and of its associated trade union - the 
Guyana Agricultural and General Workers’ Union (GAWU) - the 
largest trade union in the country and one which has organised 
labour on the sugar plantations since the 1940s. The combina¬ 
tion of these factors meant that all effective opposition to the 
PNC state occupied the ‘left’ of the political spectrum, a develop¬ 
ment strengthened by the fact that the local ‘businessman’s party’, 
the small United Force, which had entered a coalition with the 
PNC in order to remove the PPP from office in 1964, had been all 
but absorbed into the PNC structure. 
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Thirdly, the PNC’s need to use the state to transform Itself into a 
national bourgeois class meant that it had to adopt a popular 
socialist rhetoric if this process was to be made acceptable to the 
masses. It is this situation which forced the state to seek to 
establish its legitimacy in populist-socialist ideology, hence the 
Co-operative Socialist Republic. 

In concrete terms, the declaration of this republic was promul¬ 
gated as embracing four fundamental features of the new state. 
The first of these was the expansion of state property over the 
‘commanding heights’ of the economy through a programme of 
nationalisation. Historically, the economy of Guyana has been 
narrowly based on the production and sale in the world market 
ofthree primary products: sugar, rice and bauxite-alumina. Sugar 
and bauxite-alumina together accounted for approximately 90 
per cent of export earnings and 33 per cent of GDP and continue 
to be as they have been diumg this century, the largest employers 
of wage labour. But these industries were owned and controlled 
by foreign capital. About 90 per cent of the sugar plantation 
assets were owned by Booker Bros. McConnell & Co. Ltd., a 
world-wide Transnational Corporation (TNC) based in the UK. 
At the time of nationalisation, the remaining 10 per cent of the 
plantation’s assets were under the control of Jessel's Securities, 
a speculative financial corporation also based in the UK. Only 
10 per cent of the sugar cane plant was cultivated in the peasant 
economy, while the two TNCs owned all the processing facilities. 
Bauxite-alumina production was also organised through two 
TNCs (Alcan of Canada, by far the larger producer, and Reynolds 
of the USA). Both were operated as enclave mining activities 
located in interior settlements. 

Rice was cultivated as a peasant crop and this industry grew up 
under the patronage of the colonial state and the estates, both of 
which saw it as a complement to sugar production, since it pro¬ 
duced a basic staple, found outlets for labour in the off-seasons 
of the sugar crop, and did not compete significantly with sugar 
for agricultural land. E)espite Guyana's large land area (83.000 
square miles) relative to population (currently about 800.000 
persons), agricultural land is in scarce supply, as a complex sys- 
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tern of drainage and irrigation is required before the coastal strip, 
on which over 90 per cent of the population is settled, can be 
successfully cultivated. 

TNC control of the Guyana economy was not confined to these 
two major industries. Other activities, for example, retail distri> 
bution outlets, drug manufacture, alcohol production, shipping, 
cable and wireless communications, foundries and small-scale 
ship yards, were all under strong TNC direction. After the com¬ 
pletion of the nationalisation of sugar in 1976, the Government 
boasted that it now ‘owned and controlled 80 per cent of the 
economy of Guyana’. The pattern of nationalisation was aptly 
described by Kwayana (1976) as that of the ‘mortgage-finance 
type’. 

This meant firstly, that a commercial ‘repurchase’ of Guyanese 
assets was negotiated. There Is not a sln^e Instance of any TNC 
being dissatisfied with the terms of compensation of these 
nationalisations. On the contrary, as Thomas (1978) has pointed 
out. there is strong evidence that, in the cases of nationalisation 
of the two sugar TNCs, it was the companies that first approached 
the Government offering their assets for sale. In both Instances, 
this was prompted by the severe financial pressures these com¬ 
panies were facing in the UK. 

Secondly, the effect of such a commercial repurchase was to turn 
national assets into a national foreign debt, denominated In ex¬ 
ternal currency; this meant that a heavy premium was placed on 
all future foreign exchange earnings. 

Thirdly, the stipulation In these agreements that compensation 
payments would be made out of the 'profits’ of the nationalised 
entities has always been a dead letter. The reason for this is that 
these companies continued to rely on the world market for capi¬ 
tal financing and the implementation of any such policy would 
certainly have led to a drying up of these sources of finance. Thus, 
it has been observed that despite heavy losses in some of the 
nationalised entities, the Government did not enforce the stipu¬ 
lation and ran the risk of becoming a ‘defaulter’ on these debts. 
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Fourthly, the nationalisation agreements included the usual ar- 
ray of new contractual obligations into which the state was ex¬ 
pected to enter. These covered marketing the product overseas, 
the purchase of equipment and supplies required to operate the 
Industry, management operations in the enterprises, and licences, 
fees and other royalties and patent payments for the utilization 
of technology In the industries. 

The second principal feature of co-operative socialism was its 
incorporation of a declaration by the Government that, hence¬ 
forth. the strategy of national development would be embraced 
in a programme of feeding, clothing and housing the nation. This, 
it was claimed, substituted the ‘private profit* motive with the 
social goal of making ‘the small man a real man'. This programme 
was embodied in the 1972-76 development programme and from 
the outset was heavily propagandlstlc. Thus it was that the 1972- 
76 development programme, which was supposed to have incor¬ 
porated this basic principle of economic planning, hrst appeared 
as a public document in draft form in July 1973, and has never 
been revised and presented as a document for public scrutiny. 
Moreover, as we shall see later, the actual course of production 
bore little relationship to the objective of ‘feeding, clothing £ind 
housing the nation by 1976', which the draft proclaimed. 

The third feature of co-op>erative socialism was that, given a tri- 
sectoral national economic structure (private, state and co-op¬ 
erative), the co-operative sector should be the dominant sector. 
It was through co-operative ownership and control that the so¬ 
cialist foundations of the society were to be laid. 

Historically, the co-operative sector in Guyana has been, and re¬ 
mains. a very minuscule part of the national economy. But even 
among institutions designated as co-operative and founded by 
the state, e.g.. the Guyana National Co-operative Bank, these do 
not function or operate on co-operative principles. They are usu¬ 
ally state-run and operate on ordinary commercial principles, 
whatever the formal co-operative ownership structure may ap¬ 
pear to be. 
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Many of the economically significant co-operatives formed through 
private initiative also operate on capitalist principles. Thus, many 
co-operatives employ wage labour as membership does not mean 
automatic enfranchisement and the owners of the co-operatives 
then proceed to accumulate on the bases of exploited wage la¬ 
bour. Because of tax concessions afforded to co-operatives, many 
enterprises find the co-operative a convenient form for private 
accumulation. In addition, many co-operatives organised with 
specific and limited objectives in mind; e.g., a land co-operative 
may be formed in order to acquire a piece of land, but after the 
land is acquired it is then sub-divided and exploited on an indi¬ 
vidual basis. 

The fourth feature of co-operative socialism was its claim that, 
as part of'socialist doctrine*, the ruling Party (the PNC) was 'para¬ 
mount* over all other parties and over the state itself. As the 
Administration did not come to power either on the basis of free 
and fair elections or as the result of a popular social revolution, 
this was in effect a thinly disguised proclamation of a 'dictator¬ 
ship*. The policy of paramountcy was enshrined in the creation, 
in 1973/74, of the Office of the General Secretary of the PNC and 
Ministry of National Development (OGS PNC & MND). As the 
name suggests, the PNC Party office was merged into a depart¬ 
ment of the state and financed through public funds.’ The state 
thereafter rapidly proceeded to make it clear that there could be 
no legal or constitutional change of government. The rigged elec¬ 
tions in 1973, the postponement of elections due in 1978 and 
the rigged elections of 1980, are an Indication of how earnestly 
the process of fasclstisatlon of the state developed. A truly au¬ 
thoritarian state (Thomas, 1982) was entrenched in Guyana. 

However, before examining in the next section how this degen¬ 
eration of the polity occurred, it is essential to make an impor¬ 
tant observation on these developments outlined here. The fea¬ 
tures of co-operative socialism outlined above were combined 
with certain publicly, self-advertised, 'radical* foreign policy ini¬ 
tiatives by the state; the recognition of Cuba: support for the 
Movimento Popular de Llbertagao de Angola (MPLA) in Angola; 
militant anti-apartheid rhetoric; support for the ‘Arab cause*: sup- 


378 


Themes in Afrlcan-Guyanese History 



state CapitcUism In Guycuia 


port for a New International Economic Order: visits to, and con* 
tacts with. Eastern Europe and China, and so on. When exam¬ 
ined closely, however, many of these pronoimcements can be seen 
to have been merely propagandistic. Thus, support for the MPLA 
came only during the Anal stages of the war, the Guyana Govern¬ 
ment having all along given its support to the CIA-backed group: 
Unlao Nacional para a Independencia Tbtal de Angola (UNITA). 
Recognition of Cuba was also undertaken as part of a broad- 
based Caribbean initiative embracing regimes of differing out¬ 
looks united on the basis of the need to assert an independent 
and separate identity for the region. 

However, despite such evidence of the real worth of Government 
propagandizing In the area of foreign policy, the acts of nationaU- 
satlon plus socialist and other progressive rhetoric produced a 
number of theorists who argued about the ‘radicalisatlon’ of the 
regime (Mars 1978: Mandle 1976. 1978). These were Joined by 
the PPP; the same Party which, after the 1973 elections, had 
launched a programme of 'passive resistance and civil disobedi¬ 
ence*. began in 1975 to proclaim a policy of‘critical support’ for 
the PNC Administration because of the ‘radical turn' the regime 
was taking. 

The new position held by the PPP reflected Its formal adoption of 
the line of argument contained in the Havana Declaration of 
1975 which, as Thomas (1977) has pointed out. was the accept¬ 
ance by communist and workers’ parties of the hemisphere of 
the application of the ‘non-capitalist thesis' of revolutionary de¬ 
mocracy to the region. A critique of this line of argument has 
been developed elsewhere, but it is important to note two major 
points at this stage. One is that the alleged radicalisatlon of the 
state in Guyana was accompanied by anti-democratic measures, 
some of which were indicated above: for example, rigged elec¬ 
tions designed to deny the will of the electorate. At the broader 
democratic level, these developments included the suppression 
of human rights, trade-union rights, the rule of law. and the tra¬ 
ditional 'independence' of the Judiciary, in the society. It was 
clear, therefore, that theorists of the radicalisatlon of the state 
did not see radicalisatlon as being premised on the increased 
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access of the working-class and peasantry to the development of 
their own forms of democratic organisation through which their 
power could be exercised. On the contrary, radicalisatlon was 
Interpreted here as consistent with the reduction of the limited 
access of the masses of the working people to these rights and in 
this view therefore, radicalisatlon and democratic development 
were in real opposition. 

Secondly, the line of argument ignored the internal class struggle 
and the role the state must necessarily play in the consolidation 
of a hegemonic class in the capitalist periphery. In the periphery, 
the state is not only an object of class conquest, thereby 
constellating in its structure a dominant class, but in the com¬ 
plex circumstances of an underdeveloped bourgeoisie and work¬ 
ing-class it is the principal instrument for the long-run consoli¬ 
dation of one or other class as the dominant class. In this sense, 
therefore, radicalisatlon can be measured only in terms of the 
possibilities opened up for working-class advance in the new state 
structures and a broadening of the democratic base of the soci¬ 
ety. This is a necessary, if not sufficient, condition for the con¬ 
solidation of the position of the emergent working-class. 

As events have shown, nationalisation in Guyana has aided the 
expansion of the state in all three of the dimensions mentioned 
earlier (bureaucracy. Ideology ad military). In so doing, it in¬ 
creased the capacity of the ruling PNC to assert its forms of au¬ 
thoritarian control over ‘civil society’. This process, however, 
required other accompanying developments. 

Production and reproduction in the capitalist world economy have 
always been accompanied by ‘crises' and/or ‘interruptions’ in the 
process of accumulation. Since the mid-1970s, there has been 
such a continuing ‘crisis/interruption' in the capitalist world 
economy. In the non-petroleum-producing countries on the capi¬ 
talist periphery, this has been reflected in low or negative rates of 
growth of real output per head, increasing unemployment, infla¬ 
tion and acute foreign exchange and balance of payments crises. 
These, in turn, have exacerbated the widespread conditions of 
poverty which are perennial in these societies. 
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Guyana is no exception to this general process but two charac> 
terlstics of the society have exacerbated the process. One was 
the lack of legitimacy' of the PNC regime, given the basis on which 
it came to and held power. The other was that in the process of 
its consolidation, the regime greatly expanded the state produc- 
tlve sector through nationalisations, with the state, as we noted, 
controlling over 80 per cent of the economy. Having acquired 
power in the way that it did. the Burnham Administration con¬ 
sistently used the state to promote a base in the system of pro¬ 
duction for the class that it represented. In pursuance of this 
goal, it contributed much to the destruction of the productive 
capability of the traditionally dominant industries which under¬ 
lined the economic crisis which faced Guyana. 

In Guyana, a production crisis of imprecedented dimensions has 
been raging since mid 1975. A decade and a half after Independ¬ 
ence there had been no noticeable diversification of the economy, 
as the country remained as dependent as ever on the three tradi¬ 
tional primary commodities — rice, bauxite-alumina and sugar. 
In the agricultural sector, domestic food production and the live¬ 
stock industry averaged only about 7 per cent of gross domestic 
product. At the same time, manufacturing (other than the process¬ 
ing of rice and sugar) accounted for only 8 per cent of gross do¬ 
mestic product. 

Despite the absence of any significant diversification of the 
economy, physical output in the sugar and bauxite-alumina in¬ 
dustries declined seriously, producing at levels substantially be¬ 
low the capacity developed in them over the previous past 15 
years. Thus, over the period 1980-81, sugar production aver¬ 
aged about 285.000 tons, while the annual rated output capacity 
of the industry was 450.000 tons. Indeed, as far back as 1971. 
the industry already produced 369.000 tons. Dried bauxite pro¬ 
duction in 1980 was 1.6 million tons compared with 2.3 million 
tons in 1970. Calcined bauxite produced in 1980 was 602,000 
tons compared with 992,000 in 1970. Alumina production in 
1980 was 211,000 tons as compared with 312,000 tons in 1970. 
Rice production in 1980 was 160,000 tons as compared with an 
annual output capacity of 200,(X)0 tons. These output levels 
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were about 20 per cent below the targets set by the Government 
over the period, even though, as can be inferred from the figures 
given here, targets were substantially below the rated capacity 
levels of the industries. 

The coUapse of the traditional producing sectors, with little or 
no diversification of output taking place, was accompanied by a 
deterioration of the services of the various public utilities, a de¬ 
cline in the quality of social services available, and a consider¬ 
able flight of persons from the country. All the major public 
services - electricity, pure water supply, public transport, postal 
services, telephones, and sanitation - had deteriorated so much 
as to constitute major bottlenecks in the production process. 
Thus, electricity ‘outages’ occurred for several hours daily in the 
main production and residential areas. Public transport was so 
poor that workers’ representatives claimed that as many as four 
hours per day on average had to be spent on commuting to and 
from work. 

All the major social services — education, health, social welfare 
and housing — also deteriorated drastically. Fbr example, in the 
state health services, foreign medical personnel (mainly from 
Cuba. India and the PhlUlpines) accoimted for 75 per cent of the 
doctors. Less than 10 per cent of health personnel were en^iged 
in preventive medicine. In housing, the targeted production for 
the development plan period 1972-76 was 65.000 housing units; 
of these 6.000 were built. Since then, because of the collapse of 
the main producing sectors and declining employment and in¬ 
comes. housing construction was at a near standstill. 

Finally, out of a natural population increase of about 180.000 
persons during the Inter-censal period 1970-80. approximately 
one-half, or 90.000. migrated from Guyana, principally to neigh¬ 
bouring countries in the Caribbean, especially Suriname. Europe 
and North America. 

The result of the above was a serious decline in real per capita 
Income. Official estimates placed this at 15 per cent between 
1976 and 1980, but these estimates have been seriously chal- 
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lenged as being too low because of the price deflators used. Un¬ 
employment had also been increasing and was officially estimated 
at over 40 per cent of the labour force. Between 1976 and 1981. 
annual rates of inflation had been well into the double digit rate. 
Official estimates indicated a 70 per cent rise in consumer prices 
between 1976 and 1980, but this also has been challenged as a 
serious underestimate. Declining output of the main export com¬ 
modities together with the inflationary rise in import prices cre¬ 
ated a serious balance of payments prc^lem. with additional pres¬ 
sures being placed on the external account by the burden of for¬ 
eign debt created throu^ the nationalisations discussed above. 

The Government’s Initial response to the crisis was to assume it 
was short-lived, that is, another ‘normal* downswing in the post- 
World War n business cycle. An effort was made to buy time 
through printing money and borrowing. Between 1973 and 1975, 
the money supply doubled and, between 1975 and 1977, it grew 
by a further 38 per cent. But. by then, the problems were clearly 
not of the usual type. Yet, between the beginning of 1977 and the 
end of 1979 the money supply grew by 41 per cent and in 1980- 
81 it rose again by about 30 per cent. The public debt, which 
stood at G$267 million in 1970 had risen to G$673 million in 
1974 and to $1.3 billion in 1976: at the end of 1981, it was over 
G$3.1 billion, of which G$1.9 billion was Internal, and G$1.2 
billion external, debt. It was no surprise that this easy money 
policy was associated with (although it was not necessarily the 
principal cause of) a progressive decline in external reserves. At 
the end of 1975, net international reserves were approximately 
G$200 million but. by the end of 1977, the figure was minus 
G$100 million and. at the end of 1980, minus G$396 million. 

The easy money policy of the Initial years only added fuel to the 
economic crisis which was worsening on the external front on 
accoimt of a niunber of structural features, for example the world¬ 
wide inflation, the ‘oil crisis*, and the depression in the main 
capitalist centres. In the face of these developments, the Govern¬ 
ment turned to the IMF for balance of payments support in 1978. 
The result was that in August of that year a one-year IMF standby 
facility of 15 million special drawing rights (SDR) was negotiated 
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but. as the expected balance of payments turnaround did not 
materialise, in August 1979 resort was made to a further three- 
year extended fund facility. However, the Government was im- 
able to meet some of the economic and financial targets set un¬ 
der this arrangement, and the facility was interrupted. As pro¬ 
duction continued to fall and the turnaround in the balance of 
payments still did not materialise, a new three-year extended 
fund facility was agreed upon in July 1980. This involved a loan 
of 100 million SDRs as well as a World Bank structural adjust¬ 
ment loan of US$23.5 million. The former was subsequently 
Increased to 150 million SDRs, or 400 per cent of the Guyana 
quota of 37.5 million SDRs with the IMF. 

The treatment accorded to the PNC regime by these institutions 
contrasted strongly with the highly publicised destablising atti¬ 
tudes which they displayed in their dealings with the People’s 
National Party Prime Minister Michael Manley regime in Jamaica 
in the same period. Tvo factors would seem to account for this 
difference in attitude. One was that, despite the socialist rheto¬ 
ric, the Burnham regime, which was Installed in the Anglo-US- 
ClA pre-Independence manoeuvre, continued to serve the funda¬ 
mental Interests of American capital better than Manley’s ’demo¬ 
cratic socialism’. We have noted earlier that in Guyana, opposi¬ 
tion to the State comes from the left; in Jamaica by contrast, the 
main opposition to the Manley regime was the conservative Ja¬ 
maica Labour Party led by Edward Seaga. the subsequent prime 
minister. 

The second factor was that the main lines of Government policy 
genuinely conformed to the IMF recipes for this situation. The 
economic crisis was seen as first and foremost a crisis of sus¬ 
tained external disequilibrium and the key to the solution, in 
conditions where the obvious mismanagement of the state sector 
meant that export supply increases could not be produced in the 
short run, was seen as a lowering in the workers’ living stand¬ 
ards in order to reduce the levels of real consumption; given the 
high marginal propensity to Import, this was expected to achieve 
a drop in foreign exchange expenditure. 

Even before the highly publicised resort to the IMF in 1978. i.e.. 
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from the first signs of a prolongation of the drain in foreign re> 
sources, the Government had instituted massive deflationary 
policies. Thus, the 1977 Government budget cut public e;q>endi- 
ture by 30 per cent. In addition, subsidies on a wide range of 
consumer items, many of which were introduced during the co> 
lonial period to ease the pressures on the poorest sections of the 
work force, were removed. Indirect taxes were also increased 
and the state sector proceeded to charge commercial prices for 
items it produced or handled; this meant, in efiect. that they 
used their monopoly position to generate revenues so that cash 
surpluses could be achieved. 


Large-scale retrenchment of the work force in the state sector 
was instituted. Later in 1979, this policy was to be extended 
into a wage freeze that denied to state employees any increase in 
wages, including normal increments. In 1980 and 1981. wage 
increases of 5 per cent and 7-12 per cent respectively were al¬ 
lowed. but these were substantially below the inflation rate indi¬ 
cated earlier. Finally, expenditure on the social services was also 
drastically cut. However, despite these deflationary measures 
and extensive resort to foreign exchange rationing (first intro¬ 
duced by the Government in 1976). the balance of payments 
showed no signs of reversal. The result was that in 1981 even 
more massive deflationary measures were introduced and the 
currency devalued by 18 per cent against the US dollar. 

It was clear that whatever might have been its original objectives, 
the policy of deflation had intensified the production crisis out¬ 
lined above, and continued to do so. To give a few examples, as 
the availability of public transport deteriorated and electricity 
supplies became grossly irregular and unreliable because of re¬ 
duced spending and mismanagement of the public utilities, these 
hampered production and hindered worker productivity. Work¬ 
ers spent so much time queuing for food or transport, or without 
electricity and pure water, as to be unable to sustain the required 
levels of effort at work. The policy of state borrowing to finance 
e}q>enditures created a serious fiscal constraint. Thus it was 
foimd that, in 1980. debt charges payments by the state accounted 
for 37 per cent of current expenditure as compared with 31 per 
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cent for current spending on the social services and 32 per cent 
on personal emoluments for employees In the Government. 

The production crisis and the mismanagement of this in terms 
of both its internal and international dimensions had been self- 
reinforcing. This self-reinforcement, v^ich brought the economy 
to its then current stage of collapse, was also responsible for the 
emergence of a built-in repressive escalator in the state in Guy¬ 
ana which reflected the dialectical relation between oppression 
as a ruling-class solution to the crisis, and a crisis which was 
increasingly taking the form of popular resistance to the imposi¬ 
tion of power as it was constellated in the state. This had been 
brought to issue because of both popular demands for change 
and the ruling regime's option to rule out all legal or constitu¬ 
tional means of changing the Government. In this section we 
shall briefly outline the working of this thesis as the main point 
to emerge horn the study of the post-colonial state and politics in 
Guyana. 

The first stage of repression developed in response to the situa¬ 
tion in which the Government sou^t to enforce a reduction in 
the real wage in order to overcome the production crisis and its 
manifestations of declining output, sales and surpluses in the 
state sector, domestic inflation and foreign exchange and bal¬ 
ance of payments crises. Nationalisations having resulted in the 
state being the major employer of labour, in order to fulfil its 
class function the state intervened to alter the historically deter¬ 
mined system of Industrial relations. This meant among other 
things: reducing the power of the trade unions; raising to the 
level of national policy the elimination of all wage payments which 
had as their aim the restoration of the purchasing power of the 
worker if the general price level increased; linking all wage 
increases exclusively to increases in productivity as defined by 
the state; and taking advantage of the state’s position as com¬ 
mon employer over a wide range of activities to insist on wage 
agreements across the board for all unions. This latter had also 
meant negotiating wages with the central trade union organisa¬ 
tion and rejecting the historical role of individual unions in the 
wage determination process. 
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Justification for these measures had been couched in ldeol<^cal 
terms, for example, 'the need to replace the colonial system of 
wage determination by a socialist one': strikes in the state sector 
at a time of economic crisis were 'treasonable and political', and 
so on. Here, the propagandist aim had been to legitimise the use 
of the severest force in implementing the state policy of maximis¬ 
ing. at all costs, the rate of surpluses in the state sector. This 
policy, as we have noted, had been since 1978 pursued in alli¬ 
ance with the IMF. to which the Government had turned for bal¬ 
ance of payments support. The principal focus of repression in 
this stage was the containment of workers' rights inherited un¬ 
der the existing system of industrial relations. In pursuit of this 
the state employed three broad strategies. The first was to un¬ 
dermine the right to work. As the Guyana Human Rights Asso¬ 
ciation (GHRA) in its 1980-81 report (1981: 39) has pointed out: 

the extensive control over employment exercised by 
the Government as a result of 80% of the economy 
falling within the state sector is being increasingly 
used as a form of political coercion. A large number 
of persons have been dismissed, or transferred for 
reasons which constitute a violation of the right to 
work. This trend goes back to 1978. Dismissals 
are not restricted to the State sector, they have oc¬ 
curred in the private sector also under direct pres¬ 
sure from Government officials. 

The report then proceeded to list, under Article 23 of the Univer¬ 
sal Declaration of Human Rights and Articles 6. 7 and 8 of the 
Covenant on Social Economic and Cultural Rights, evidence in 
support of this allegation for the period 1978-81. 

The second strategy employed had been to undermine the right 
to strike by Invocation of the doctrine of the ‘political strike’. 
This doctrine claimed that any strike which the Government did 
not ‘approve’ as being industrial, is in effect, ‘political’; in these 
circumstances, ‘no holds are barred’. By this was meant that 
unapproved strikes were treated as subversive activity, that is, 
as attempts to undermine the state, and that the state was con- 
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sequently Justified in using its full repressive weight to break 
them. This doctrine was first invoked in 1977 during a strike 
in the sugar industry, in the course of which military and para* 
military personnel were brought in to cut the sug^ cane, stiik* 
ing workers were physically attacked, and a general campaign of 
terror introduced into the sugar belt. The doctrine was again 
invoked in 1978 and 1979 to crush industrial actions by the 
workers. 

The third strategy of the state had been to manipulate the com¬ 
position of the executives of as many trade unions as it could. In 
order to determine the final composition of the national Trades 
Union Council (TUC). This had l^n made possible by resort to 
rl^ed union elections and by using the state's 'muscle' as the 
major employer in the coimtiy to determine which union was 
recognised as bargaining agent. This line of attack revealed that, 
in a country such as Guyana where there is a noticeable absence 
of an enforceable right to work, the weapon which the state con¬ 
trolled as the principal employer in the country could not be 
underestimated. 

The second stage of this process of Increased repression devel¬ 
oped as repression of the work force inexorably spread to the 
repression of legality and human rights for all citizens. This 
progression followed because it was impossible to separate the 
rights of trade unions and trade unionists from the larger exer¬ 
cise of rights of citizens within a framework of justice. Worker 
repression therefore required the setting in place of mechanisms 
to ensure more generalised repression. This attack on human 
rights was in the first instance focused on the courts, where ef¬ 
forts were made to 'bend' the judiciary to support the executive 
arm of the state. Thus the GHRA report of 1980-81 observed: 

The courts have been used as an instrument of po¬ 
litical harassment on a widespread scale. This has 
been made possible by the subordination of the Ju¬ 
diciary to the political executive in a number of ways. 
(GHRA 1981: 21). 
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It then proceeded to list the following: Interference In the ap> 
polntment of Judges: political Instructions on specific issues; 
political interference in specific cases: the i^dmtnistration of Jus¬ 
tice Bill (explained below): the Criminal Loiu Bill (explained be- 
low); blank warrants signed by magistrates; and trials with a 
political dimension. Specifically, the GHRA report Indicated that 
the Administration of Justice Bill was denounced as ‘obnoxious* 
by the Guyana Bar Association because, among other features, 
‘it removed in the majority of cases, the right of the accused to 
elect to be. and to be tried by. a judge and jury*, and permitted 
the Court of Appeal to enter ‘a guilty verdict even where the ac¬ 
cused has been acquitted by jury*. The grave implications of this 
latter point were fully appreciated when account was taken of the 
Interference of the appointment of judges noted above. The In¬ 
troduction of the Criminal Law Bill was met by a boycott of the 
courts staged by the Guyana Bar Association. The Organisation 
of Commonwealth Bar Associations also condenmed the Bill be¬ 
cause of 'Its infringement of the citizens’ right to trial by jury’, 
and its deliberate aim of having ‘retrospective effect on pending 
criminal proceedings to annul decisions of Courts of Justice and 
to abrogate the civil liberties of the citizens of Guyana'. 

As the mechanisms for more generalised repression were set in 
train, an Important transformation in the nature of resistance 
became mai^est. The continuous attack on industrial rights 
and the merging of industrial rights issues into human rights 
Issues were accompanied by the submerging of ethnic differences 
among the work force and an increasing class solidarity that cut 
across traditional racial boundaries. Thus, the 1977, 1978 and 
1979 strikes saw the bauxite and sugar workers acting in greater 
unison than they had ever done since 1953. 

In the third stage, the attacks on due process, legality and hu¬ 
man rights generally became increasingly politicised and this led 
to a qualitative intensification of the process of fasclstlsation of 
the state. Opposition political formations organised in defence 
of democracy and. as claims to a popular base of the state disap¬ 
peared in the face of growing repression, the regime extended its 
repression to opposition political groups in order to survive. To 
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sanction this process under some form of legality, the state was 
'legally' restructured, as the existing Constitution was found to 
be 'unworkable' for the newer forms of dictatorship. 

In this stage, political assassination, direct repression of all popu¬ 
lar manifestations, and a rapid growth of the security appara¬ 
tuses of the state took place. These developments were propa¬ 
gandised with the familiar claims of'law and order', 'the necessi¬ 
ties of development of a poor country', and 'we cannot afford the 
luxuries of democracy'. The fasclstlsation of the state was now 
very much on the way and from here on. the Government, through 
state-manipulation, propaganda and force, made it unmistak¬ 
ably clear ^at it could not be changed by legal or constitutional 
means. Evidence in support of the workings of the repressive 
escalator as it led up to the constitutional restructuring of the 
state can be gleaned from the following: 

• The rigging of national elections held in 1973. 

• Local Government elections constitutionally due 
every two years since 1970 were never held. 

• When national elections constitutionally fell due 
in 1978. they were postponed and, in their stead, 
a national referendum was held. Under the pre¬ 
vious Constitution, only a referendum could 
change entrenched provisions, for example, the 
life of Parliament. The purpose of the referendum 
was to remove the referendum safeguard so that 
these entrenched provisions could be changed by 
a two-thirds majority in Parliament which the PNC 
had already rigged the 1973 election in order to 
acquire. A Committee of Concerned Citizens 
(1978) who surveyed the 1978 referendum 
claimed that the.maximum possible turnout of 
voters was 14.01 per cent, yet the Government 
claimed a turnout of 71.45 per cent of the voters, 
with itself winning 97.7 per cent of the votes cast! 
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• National elections were held under a new Consti¬ 
tution in 1980. A team of international observ¬ 
ers sponsored by the Guyana Human Rights As¬ 
sociation who came to Guyana diiring the elec¬ 
tion period to observe these denounced the elec¬ 
tions as the ‘most blatant fraud*. They went on to 
point out in their report (International Team of 
Observers 1980; 28) that: 


We came to Guyana aware of the serious 
doubts expressed about the conduct of 
previous elections there, but determined 
to Judge these elections on their own 
merit and hoping that we should be able 
to say that the result was fair. We deeply 
regret that, on the contrary, we were 
obliged to conclude, on the basis of abim- 
dant and clear evidence, that the elec¬ 
tion was rigged massively and flagrantly. 
Fortunately, however, the scale of the 
fraud made it impossible to conceal ei¬ 
ther from the Guyanese public or the 
outside world. 


Because the new Constitution which came into operation in 1980 
marked the formal stage of the restructuring of the state as the 
process of facistisatlon proceeded, the nature of this restructur¬ 
ing, as it was revealed in the provisions of the Constitution, re¬ 
quires brief mention. Under the 1980 Constitution, by ‘law*, 
Forbes Burnham became Executive President before elections 
were held, but nevertheless ‘as if he had been elected thereto*. 
The dictatorial purposes of the Constitution were revealed in the 
array of powers that the Executive President commanded. Thus: 


• Article 182 (1) says that the President ‘shall not 
be personally answerable to any court for the per¬ 
formance of the functions of his office or for any 
act done in the performance of those functions, 
and no proceedings, whether criminal or civil. 
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shall be Instituted ag^st him in his personal 
capacity in respect thereof either during his term 
of office or thereafter’. 

* In the Constitution, the President was head of 
state, supreme executive authority and com- 
mander-in'Chief. In addition he was supreme over 
the National Assembly, the local democratic or¬ 
gans. the National Congress of Local Democratic 
Organs and the Supreme Congress of the People, 
all created by the new Constitution. This su¬ 
premacy was embodied in his powers ’to sum¬ 
mon. suspend or dissolve all’ these so-called 
‘democratic’ and ’supreme’ organs. He also had 
a veto over the elected National Assembly. 

• The President’s powers also required him to ap¬ 
point the chairpersons of the Elections Commis¬ 
sion. the Public Service Commission, the Police 
Service Commission, the Judicial Service Com¬ 
mission and the Teaching Service Commission. 

In addition, he had the power to appoint either a 
majority of the members or the whole of each com¬ 
mission. FVirthermore. the President appointed 
the army Chief of Staff and all army command¬ 
ers. the Director-General of the National Service 
and his deputies, the Attorney-General, the Chan¬ 
cellor of the Judiciary, the Chief Justice, the Di¬ 
rector of Public Prosecutions and literally every 
other important official of the state. In those cir¬ 
cumstances, the practice noted by the GHRA in 
its report (GHRA 1981: 7) for: ‘Burnham... to 
adopt the dress of the Chief-of-Staff of the Army 
(he was the only general), the Commissioner of 
Police, and so on' took on a significance greater 
than that of a national Joke. 

The absolute powers conferred on Executive President Burnham 

under the Constitution mirrored the absolute powers conferred 
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on him as 'leader' of the PNC. In that Party's Constitution It is 
stated that: 

...the reserve powers of the Leader are (a) If the 
Leader in his deliberate Judgement is of the opinion 
that a situation of emergency has arisen in the Party, 
he shall have power, notwithstanding any provision 
in these Rules, on giving written notice to the Gen¬ 
eral Secretary of his opinion, to take all action that 
he may in his absolute discretion consider neces¬ 
sary to correct such a situation; and for this pur¬ 
pose. he may assume and exercise any or all of the 
powers of the Biennial Delegates' Congress, the Gen¬ 
eral Coimcil. the Central Executive Committee, any 
other Committee, Group. Arm. Organ or of any ol^ 
fleer or offlclal of the Party, (b) If General Council, 
the Central Executive Committee or the Administra¬ 
tive Committee has not been constituted or for any 
reason cannot function, the Leader may exercise all 
or any of its powers or may authorise such mem¬ 
bers as he may deem fit to exercise its powers for 
the time being 

The stages of repression highlighted here should not be inter¬ 
preted mechanistically. They were the products of the dialectical 
interaction of the main forces of repression (the state) and lib¬ 
eration (the workers, independent trade unions, opposition par¬ 
ties. democratic social groups, and so on). Because of the dia¬ 
lectical nature of this process, other issues have to be borne in 
mind when studying the state and politics during this period. 

In Guyana the use of state violence, political murder and open 
terroristic rule which characterised the third stage of the 
fascistisation of the state was associated with the increasing 
militarisation of the society. A number of new military and para¬ 
military agencies, all pledged to defend the ruling Party, had been 
created: the National Service, the People’s Militia, the National 
Guard Service and an armed youth arm of the ruling Party, the 
Young Socialist Movement. Danns (1978) estimated that by 1977 
Guyana had a ratio of 1:35 of the population in one or other 
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military or para>milltary organisation. This total did not include 
what the GHRA in its 1980-81 report termed the ‘private strong 
arm groups... the most notorious (being) a sect known as the 
House of Israel, whose members are freely used by the ruling 
Party to break up opposition meetings' (GHRA 1981: 7). 

Over this period, the growth in the numbers of security person¬ 
nel had also been associated with an orientation of the state to¬ 
wards 'security' matters, which was another way of saying to¬ 
wards the harassment and containment of the regime's political 
opposition. This constituted an 'economically non-productive' 
utilisation of the social surplus while it increased the orienta¬ 
tion of the state to its self-preservation above all else, with the 
usual consequences for public sector efficiency and productivity. 

Finally, it should be noted that the process of militarisation had 
been accompanied with the progressive politicisation of the se¬ 
curity services. This began with efforts to make the security forces 
act and think partisanly. in favour of the ruling Party. It is for 
this reason that such rituals as the daily raising of the national 
flag were combined with the dally raising of the PNC flag in places 
such as National Service camps, and the attendance of security 
personnel (in mufti) at Party rallies was enforced. The de- 
professionalisaUon of the security services which this entails, 
however, does not stop here. It led one stage further into the 
constitution of a deflnite PNC 'political element' within the secu¬ 
rity services. This was somewhat akin to the development of the 
‘political police’ within developed fascist states, and constituted 
in Guyana an important stage in the transformation of state and 
political relations. 

Historically, ruling classes have preferred the threat of the sanc¬ 
tion of the force which they monopolise, rather than its routine 
use. as the basis of their rule. In other words, government with 
the consent of the governed is always sought after in class socie¬ 
ties. That is why the development of open terroristic forms of 
rule always signifles a particular stage of degeneracy in the politi¬ 
cal culture. In this regard. Guyana offers no exception. The 
increased resort to terroristic rule by the regime is the dialectical 
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opposition of increased popular resistance to the form of state 
domination. But because such methods were not compatible with 
the long-run survival of the regime* it sought to combine its in¬ 
creasing militarisation with increased control of the ideological 
and propaganda arms of the state. The hope was always that the 
more successful the propaganda, the less the need to resort to 
physical repression which, by its nature, is more obvious than 
other forms of repression and thus increases the chances of armed 
uprising by the oppressed classes and groups. 


In Guyana, the PNC used all the Ideological apparatuses of the 
state to project its legitimacy and paramountcy. The chief ideo¬ 
logical line had been to identify the ‘leader'. Bmnham. as em¬ 
bodying the PNC. the PNC as embodying the state, and the state 
as being Identical with the coimtry as a whole, or with society at 
large. All anti-PNC or anti-Burnham activity was therefore pro¬ 
jected as being anti-state or anti-national and hence subversive. 
This Ideological stance also was associated with calls for imity of 
all peoples and classes (though not of all parties) in the country 
in the face of the economic difficulties which were ‘thrust* on the 
country by developments in the world economy. Fbr obvious 
reasons, no local mismanagement of the economy was ever ad¬ 
mitted as a major or contributory factor. This national consen¬ 
sus rhetoric was also linked with calls to produce more and to 
defend the country against territorial claims made by Venezuela. 
The means to put this propaganda into effect was the nationali¬ 
sation of the private media allied with administrative or other 
obstacles to the publishing by Independent or opposition groups 
and their exclusion from the use of state organs to propagandise 
their ideas. Thus, in Guyana, the so-called national radio sta¬ 
tions and national press functioned as PNC organs in the most 
Insulting of senses. The language used, and the style of report¬ 
ing. perhaps, gave the quickest insights into the degeneracy of 
the political culture that accompanied the dictatorship. Mean¬ 
while. the opposition was refused newsprint as in the case of the 
Party organ of the PPP the Mirror, and a democratic church news¬ 
paper. the Catholic Standard, was denied the use of the state 
facilities to print; the organ of the Working People's Alliance. 
Dayclean, had to be published illegally, with two of its leading 
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members going to prison for this reason; and the printing ma* 
chinery and equipment of trade unions and other opposition 
groupings were frequently seized by the police. 

Control of the media facilitated cover-ups of the evidence of 
terroristic methods of rule. Even the Parliament could not be 
heard or read through these media, thereby removing the last 
vestige of Parliament’s usefulness to the opposition. Thus, it was 
possible to clamp the news lid on the ‘crime of the century’, the 
Jonestown murders, the murder of Vincent Teekah (a Minister 
of Education) and the assassinations of Walter Rodney, Ohene 
Koama, Edward Dublin and FV. Bernard Darke. As the GHRA In 
its 1980-81 report has pointed out (GHRA 1981: 28): 

Strict political control is exerted over the content of 
the Chronicle and the state-owned radio. This is 
done by directive and personal intervention rather 
than by a formal censorship arrangement. The ex¬ 
tent to which news is kept from the Guyanese people 
can be Judged by the fact that an event as important 
as Jonestown was learnt by the Guyanese people 
from the BBC over 24 hours after it had happened. 

An instance of gross distortion is the manner in which 
the death of Walter Rodney was reported. For al¬ 
most 12 hours the national radio carried a story to 
the effect that a man had been killed when a bomb 
which he was carrying exploded, but that the man 
was unrecognisable because his face had been blown 
off. In fact. Rodney’s face was not in the slightest 
way disfigured and he was immediately recognisable. 
Distortions of events reached such proportions that 
in February 1980 a directive was circulated to all 
members of the Chronicle staff to the effect that ‘con¬ 
trived’ photographs must no longer be used, and that 
the newspaper ‘must never be seen to be lying on 
behalf of the Government’. 

A further complement to this misuse of the media was the at¬ 
tempt to force the participation of the public in PNC events. State 
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employees were routinely forced to attend PNC Party events at 
the risk of being fired. When these events were held, state facili- 
ties were commandeered and given over to the PNC free of charge 
to or^uiise them. This development was. of course, common to 
many dictatorships, particularly in the context of a populist tra¬ 
dition in politics such as we had in Guyana. More threatening, 
however, was the stage in this phenomenon when the dictator 
came to believe that the crowds were evidence of real support, 
and that the unpopularity of the regime was due merely to the 
propagandising of a few dissidents and opposition elements who 
should be removed. This stage of self-deception was the most 
dangerous, as it merged into the use of state violence and politi¬ 
cal murder. In this process, the regime misjudged its own capac¬ 
ity for action (i.e. repression), and the extent to which this could 
be 'popularly* accepted. In the process of hndlng out its miscal¬ 
culation. however, the historical evidence shows that many, many 
tragedies had occurred. 

As the repressive escalator operated, the divorce of elementary 
forms of the democratic process from the state machinery rap¬ 
idly proceeded and deprived the state of all its pretences to be 
building soclahsm. The growth of state property was more and 
more clearly seen as a path of development for those in control 
of the state. Even in the so-called co-operative sector this was 
rapidly observed, as consumer and producer co-operatives alike 
were organised along capitalist lines, with extensive use of wage 
labour and accumulation by a few proceeding apace. 

Meanwhile, in the state sector, capitalist managerial prerogatives 
prevailed and worker control was absent. In the absence of any 
alteration of the capital-labour relation, those who controlled the 
state machinery used their prerogatives to help their stratum/ 
class (mainly through family and friends) to accumulate wealth 
in enterprises which they privately owned. Given the colonial 
forms of domination that have historically prevailed, the loca¬ 
tion of the petty bourgeoisie in the system of economic reproduc¬ 
tion in Guyana was initially somewhat tenuous. Consequently, 
as we have pointed out previously, the state was used as the prin¬ 
cipal instrument to secure the material basis for the extended 
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social reproduction of this class. As this process developed. how> 
ever, the class character of the state became more and more ob¬ 
vious. and the state capitalist form which ‘co-operative social¬ 
ism' took degenerated into openly authoritarian forms of rule. 
This development was generated both by the internal contradic¬ 
tions referred to here and the specific manner of Guyana's inser¬ 
tion into the capitalist world system. Indeed, it was the pattern 
of this insertion that principally explained the rapid generalisa¬ 
tion within Guyana of the structural crisis of world capitalism. 

The degeneration of the state capitalist model in the face of the 
structiual crisis of world capitalism and the internal crisis in 
Guyana into authoritarian forms of state rule, raised one ques¬ 
tion which will be tackled briefly by way of conclusion, that was, 
the issue of the relation of political democracy to socialism. This 
question I have discussed in a number of other places (Thomas 
1978. 1982) and the main burden of my position is that social¬ 
ism cannot be built without a democratlsation of all social rela¬ 
tions. including the power relations of the state. It follows, there¬ 
fore. that we must bear the following in mind when assessing co¬ 
operative socialism in Guyana: 

• All democratic rights within the society have to 
be seen as the gains of mass struggles and not 
gifts bestowed by the former colonial masters to 
be taken away at the behest of their inheritors in 
the post-colonial situation. 

• The task of socialist development, if it is being 
seriously pursued, has to rest on the progress of 
these rl^ts in the society and on their progres¬ 
sive endowment with socio-economic content. 

• Bread (i.e. development) cannot be traded for jus¬ 
tice (i.e. social equality) as was commonly propa¬ 
gandised by the state in Guyana for. in the con¬ 
text of historically determined underdevelopment, 
there can be no development to socialism that is 
not based on justice. 


398 


Themes In ^rlcan-Guyanese History 



State Capitalism tn Guyana 


• Political democracy and socialism are therefore 
not counterposed as far as working-class inter- 
ests are concerned. They are counterposed by 
the propagandists of the ruling class only in or¬ 
der to leister its claims to hegemony. 

The authoritarian state form that accompanied the growth of state 
capitalism in Guyana was therefore the direct antithesis of so¬ 
cialism. This view is an old. sometimes forgotten, one. in social¬ 
ist theory. As it is impossible to improve on Rosa Luxemburgs 
formulation of it (Looker 1974: 244-245), I shall quote an im¬ 
portant. but frequently ne^ected observation of hers: 


FVeedom only for the supporters of the Government, 
only for the members of Party - however numerous 
they may be - is no freedom at all. FVeedom is al¬ 
ways and exclusively freedom for the one who thinks 
differently. Not bemuse of any fanatical concept of 
Justice’ but because all that is instructive, vdiolesome 


and purifying in political freedom depends on this 
essential characteristic, and its effectiveness vanishes 


when ’freedom’ becomes a special privilege. 


She then goes on to warn (Looker 1974: 246-247): 


The public life of countries with limited freedom is 
so poverty-stricken, so miserable, so rigid, so un¬ 
fruitful. precisely because, through the exclusion of 
democracy, it cuts off the living sources of all spir¬ 
itual riches and progress. Public control Is Indis¬ 
pensably necessary. Otherwise the exchange of ex¬ 
periences remains only with the closed circle of the 
officials of the new regime. Corruption becomes in¬ 
evitable... with the repression of political life in the 
land as a whole, life in the soviets must also become 
more and more crippled. Without general elections, 
without unrestricted freedom of press and assem¬ 
bly. without a free struggle of opinion, life dies out in 
every public institution, becomes a mere semblance 


Themes in A/Hcon-Guyonese History 


399 



state C(^<taUsm in Guyana 

of life. In which only the bureaucracy remains as the 
active element. Public life gradually falls asleep, a 
few dozen party leaders of inexhaustible energy and 
boundless experience direct and rule. Among them, 
in reality only a dozen outstanding heads do the lead¬ 
ing and an ^llte of the working-class is invited from 
time to time to meetings where they are to applaud 
the speeches of the leaders, and to approve proposed 
resolutions unanimously - at bottom, then, a clique 
affair - a dictatorship, to be sure, not the dictator¬ 
ship of the proletariat, however, but only the dicta¬ 
torship of a handful of politicians. 

The relationship highlighted here between the democratisation 
of the state and political relations and the building of socialism 
reinforces the earlier observation that was made: that in Guyana 
the expansion of state property has nothing to do with socialism. 
State property of itself does not automatically ensure the use 
and management of those resources by the people, which consti¬ 
tutes a fundamental condition of the socialist path of develop¬ 
ment. Indeed state property can, as it has happened in Guyana, 
produce the worst of all possible worlds. 

In the first instance, state property has not solved, or even seri¬ 
ously approached, the problems of lack of national control over 
the economy. Indeed, because of slow rates of growth of output, 
productivity and surpluses in the state sector, the society's abil¬ 
ity to exercise control over the national economy has been fur¬ 
ther reduced and not enhanced. 

The most crippling manifestation of this has been the operational 
constraints posed by the acute foreign exchange crisis that plagued 
the country. Because state property has been promoted princi¬ 
pally to strengthen the positions of the ruling petty bourgeoisie, 
it also fostered the growth of corruption, elitism and clientelism 
in the society. At the same time, in the absence of any real social¬ 
ist intent on the part of those who control the state machinery, 
the work force was not promoted into positions of effective con¬ 
trol in these enterprises. Indeed, these state enterprises, sensi- 
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tive to declining rates of profit, sou^t to reduce the effectiveness 
of existing worker organisations. 

This occurred because of the need to contain wage demands in 
the face of declining living standards in the country and also be¬ 
cause of the broader Intent of containing the political power of 
working-class organisations In the society, thereby serving the 
real class Interests of those who control the state. 


Note 

1. It was the burning of this building in July 1979 that led to charges of 
arson against three members of a political grouping known as the Work¬ 
ing People’s Alliance (WPA). This led to loud popular protest, mass dem¬ 
onstrations, and the transformation of the WPA into a political party in 
the same month. In 1980, one of the three accused, Walter Rodney, was 
assassinated by state agents. Later in 1981, the other two accused 
(Roopnahne and Omawale) were acquitted. 
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16: The Situation of AMean-Guyanese in the 

Economy 

by 

Clive 7* Thomas 


This essay offers a portrait of the economic situation of African- 
Guyanese based entirely on available statistical information. 
Apart from the details presented below, there are five general 
preliminary observations to be made about the available statisti¬ 
cal information. 

First, as you will observe, it is in some ways far better than is 
usually assumed in public discourse on these matters. 

Second, even though this is so. the available information is nev¬ 
ertheless deficient in two main ways. To begin with, most of it is 
based on the population censuses of 1960, 1970.1980 and 1991. 
and the Household Income and E^xpenditure Survey (HIES) and 
the Living Standards Measurement Survey fLSMS) databases 
which were both compiled during the years 1992-93. While the 
survey data are extraordinarily detailed, they are somewhat dated 
now. 4-5 years later Furthermore, much of the data, and in par¬ 
ticular the population census data, have taken far too long to be 
processed. To date, the 1991 Census has still not been fully 
processed, and there is more than a hint that this delay is a 
carryover from the pre-1992 period, when economic and social 
data were hoarded by those who produced them. 

Thirdly, the data sets, while surprising in their availability, are 
still limited. For example, we do not have basic data on things as 
fundamental to the economy as the ownership of productive as¬ 
sets (business, land, equipment, csqsital goods, access to credit) 
broken down by ethnic groups. Nor, for that matter, do we have 
an ethnic breakdown of corporate decision-making, that is, the 
ethnic composition of Boards of Directors. CEOs. Personnel 
Managers, etc. There Is a mistaken view that the mere act of 
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collecting such data is Itself too politically sensitive and feeds 
racial insecurity. 

Fourthly, It should be recognized that a statistical portrait such 
as I am presenting, while important In sorting out fact from fan¬ 
tasy. is by Itself not enough. The reason for this is obvious. Such 
portraits emphasize the quantitative, as against the qualitative, 
dimensions of a matter when, in truth, neither a quantitative nor 
qualitative portrait by itself will ever be adequate. Both have to 
be brou^t together. 

Finally, a portrait such as that which I am offering has its fullest 
meaning only when brought into comparison with the situation 
of other ethnic groups. From time to time. I will therefore make 
such references. 

In concluding this Introduction. I will try to highlight a few of the 
policy Issues which need to be addressed with a sense of ur¬ 
gency. 

The most Important asset of any community Is its people and I 
begin, therefore, with a portrait of the African-Guyanese popula¬ 
tion in the national context. After a century of continuous growth 
(1881-1980). in which the population trebled, data since 1980 
indicate a sharp reversal. Most of the increase in the population 
between 1881 and 1980 was due to indentured Immigration 
during the jjeriod 1835 - 1917 and its subsequent effects. After 
the 1946 Census, population growth peaked at 2.86 per cent per 
annum. But between 1970 and 1980. the annual growth of the 
population was reduced to only 0.4 per cent, and between 1980 
and 1996 this rate became negative, showing an cuinual average 
decline of 0.1 per cent. By the end of 1996. the total population 
had only reached approximately 721.000 p>ersons. with about 
80 per cent of persons living in Regions 3. 4. 5 and 6. The rural/ 
urban division of the population is estimated to be roughly 69:31. 

Based on the 1991 Census, the ethnic distribution of the p>opula- 
tion shows that Just over 49 per cent is made up of East Indians, 
about 36 ptT cent African-Guyanese. 7 per cent Mixed. Just un- 
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der 7 per cent Amerindians, with the remaining ethnic groups 
constituting less than one per cent of the population. A comparl- 
son of the census data between 1960 and 1991 reveals that the 
East Indian population first held an absolute majority In 1970 
(52 per cent) and then again in 1980 (51 per cent), but in 1991 
the data showed that this group was just under 50 per cent. The 
proportion of Afrlcan-Guyanese In 1991 was 34 per cent, the 
highest since 1960 (Tables 14. 15. 16). 

The regional distribution of the population by ethnic group shows 
that Afiican-Guyanese are the largest group in Regions 4. 7 and 
10. and that East Indians are the most numerous in Regions 2. 
3. 5 and 6. However, while Amerindians only account for 6 per 
cent of the population, they are the most numerous group in 
Regions 1, 8 and 9 (Table 17). 


Data on the national population by age group reveal that 35 per 
cent of the population was in the age group 0-14. and 22 per cent 
in the age group 15’24 years (Table 18). When examined by 
ethnic grouping, Afrlcan-Guyanese have 37 p>er cent of their popu¬ 
lation in the age group 0-14. and 29 per cent in the age group 15- 
29. The combined total is 66 per cent or two-thirds of Afrlcan- 


Guyanese. younger than 30 years of age. This should be com¬ 
pared with totals of 64. 72 and 68 per cent respectively for East 


Indians. Amerindians and Mixed groups (Table 19). 


If the data on ethnicity by age group also include gender, we 8nd 
that African-Guyanese males outnumber females in the age group 
0-14 by a significant margin. The reverse, however, is true in the 
age group 15-29 and, indeed, 30+ as well (Table 20). 


We are. of course, interested in ethnic characteristics of the popu¬ 
lation. other than location, age and gender. Tvo other such char¬ 
acteristics are family status and household size. The data show 
that, based on HIES deftnitlons, less than 35 per cent of the Afrl¬ 
can-Guyanese population. 15 years and over, enjoys a 'legal un¬ 
ion.' This compares to more ^an 51 per cent for East Indians, 
just under 50 per cent for Amerindians, and 39 per cent for the 
Mixed groups. The national average is 45 per cent. Fbr common 
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law relattons. there is less divergence among the ethnic groups. 
Thus, for the country as a whole, this averages Just under 17 per 
cent while, for African-Guyanese, East Indians. Amerindians and 
the Mixed groups, the figures are 18,16. 18 and 18 respective^. 
In addition to the above, the single population Is 46 per cent for 
Ahrican-Guyanese, 33 per cent for East Indians. 33 per cent for 
Amerindians and 40 per cent for the Mixed group. The national 
average is 38 per cent (Table 21). 

At the national level, the average household size is estimated at 
4.28 persons. All the Regions, except 1 and 9. have below 5 
persons per household. In Regions 1 and 9, the Amerindian 
population group is the largest and the average household size is 
5.51 in Region 1 and 5.96 in Region 9. Indeed, the data show a 
larger variation of household size when compared to income, 
than to ethnicity; the range between the top and bottom fifth of 
households ranked by income is from 3.4 to 5.6 persons. 

The most Important role of an ethnic group within the popular 
tion is to be found in its employment characteristics. \^at do 
we find? In the surveys, the population has been divided into the 
economically active (comprising those employed and imemployed, 
i.e. the labour force) and the economically inactive (comprising 
those at school, performing household duties, pensioners, disa* 
bled and others). The data collected show that 63 per cent of the 
total Afrlcan>Guyanese population Is economically active, with 9 
per cent of this total unemployed. Fbr East Indians the compa* 
rable flgures are 55 per cent active with 6 per cent unemployed. 
Amerindians show 74 per cent economically active with 4 per¬ 
cent unemployed and the Mixed group 61 per cent active with 6 
per cent unemployed. The national averages are 60 and 7 per 
cent respectively for the economically active and the unemployed 
(Table 22). 

The employed population In the economically active category has 
been further sub-divided into categories of self-employed, regu¬ 
lar salaried and casual labour. The data indicated that the aver¬ 
age for all races is 40 per cent self-employment. This is the same 
for East Indians. However, for Afrlcan-Guyanese this figure is 
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only 31 per cent. The corollary of this Is that 63 per cent of the 
African-Guyanese population could be found in waged or sala¬ 
ried employment as compared to 50 per cent for East Indians, 
and 52 per cent for all races. As we all know, much of this em¬ 
ployment was in the public sector Unfortunately, however, be¬ 
tween 1980 and 1992, both in absolute and relative terms, the 
number of salaried jobs fell mainly because of a decline by nearly 
40 per cent In public sector employment. There was a slow growth 
in private sector employment which was clearly insufficient to 
compensate for this decline. By 1992. the public sector contrib¬ 
uted 7 per cent to total employment in the country, as compared 
with 15 per cent In 1980. 

In terms of overall employment creation, between 1980 and 1992 
the fastest growing sectors were commerce, finance. Insurance 
and real estate (14 per cent each), while agriculture and con¬ 
struction grew by Just over 4 per cent each, and services just 
under 4 per cent. The manufactming. public and utilities sec¬ 
tors all showed decreases. Mining and quarrying were nearly 
static at 0.44 per cent. The special cultural situation of the Am¬ 
erindian population is reflected in the fact that 75 per cent of this 
group is self-employed and only 19 per cent is in waged or sala¬ 
ried employment. 

The figures for casual labour are low for all races, with only 6 per 
cent of the African-Guyanese population in this category, while 
for East Indians it was 10 per cent. The national average was 8 
per cent (Table 23). The data on unemployment by ethnic group 
show that, while the national unemployment rate in 1992 was 
11.7 per cent, for the African-Guyanese population this was higher, 
at 13.6 per cent. For East Indians the fi^re was 11.5 per cent. 
The data on unemployment by age group are startling. These 
show that over 44 per cent of African-Guyanese youths aged 15- 
19 years were unemployed, as compared to 36 per cent for East 
Indian youth and a national average of 37 per cent. For persons 
in the age-group 20-24 years, the figure was 24 per cent for Afri¬ 
can-Guyanese. also well above the national average of 19 per cent, 
and that for East Indians being 18 per cent. A similar picture is 
seen in the data for the group 25-29 years (Table 24). 
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The industrial structure of the work force by ethnic ^oup is shown 
in Thble 25 for 18 industrial groups. The African-Guyanese popu- 
latlon is the leading ethnic group in 12 categories, but only by a 
significant extent in four of these, namely: mining, public admin¬ 
istration and defence, education, health and soci^ work. East 
Indians dominate in agriculture, himting and forestry, and lead 
significantly in manufacturing, wholesale and retail trades. The 
percentage distribution of employed persons by occupational 
categories and ethnicity shows marked variations as well, with 
African-Guyanese in the majority in categories such as. techni¬ 
cians and assistant professionals, professionals, clerical and 
service workers/sales workers, and defence. E^t Indians are in 
the majority in the senior ofllcials/managers, plant and machine 
operators and assemblers, and elementary occupations (Table 
26). There are a number of analytical inferences which can be 
drawn from these employment data: 

• The outcome for participants in the labour force 
is highly dependent on age. gender, ethnicity and 
location. Labour is not a homogeneous product 
in the market place. The market is biased against 
women and youth, women In rural areas, as well 
as African-Guyanese employment in the public 
sector. There is considerable inequality. 

• While the contraction of state employment appears 
to have had a most calamitous impact on employ¬ 
ment opportunities generally, its impacton Afri¬ 
can-Guyanese youth appears to have^een par¬ 
ticularly marked. This reinforces the importance 
of ethnic balance in the promotion of economic 
activities, and a focus on youth in the population. 

• The contraction of state employment has not only 
Impacted itself on overall emplo)rment and the 
African-Guyanese work force heavily concentrated 
there, but it seems also to have narrowed the range 
of occupational opportunities for the entire work 
force. 
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The skills of the work-force determine its effectiveness in the 
economy. We therefore look at the data on education to evaluate 
this. The education data suggest high levels of literacy in Guy¬ 
ana. averaging about 96 per cent for the population as a whole. 
For Afrlcan-Guyanese the hgure Is 98 per cent, the highest for 
any ethnic group. East Indians averagejust over 94 per cent. As 
would be expected. Amerindians are lower than the average. 92 
per cent. Except for Afrlcan-Guyanese. all other ethnic groups 
have a higher proportion of females than males not literate (Th- 
ble 27). 

In terms of level of educational attainment, about one-fifth of the 
population lies within the 'below primary* educational level. Just 
over half in the primary, under one-quarter In secondary, and 
above one per cent in the graduate and post-graduate category. 
For Afrlcan-Guyanese. about one-sixth was below primary, just 
over one-half primary and one-fifth secondary. The Afrlcan- 
Guyanese group has the lowest ratio below primary and the high¬ 
est in the graduate and post graduate category. Indeed, about 30 
per cent of all Afrlcan-Guyanese have secondary and above levels 
of educational attainment, a hgure significantly above the national 
average of 24 per cent (Table 28). 

Data on functional literacy of out-of-school youth gathered in 
1995. however, challenge these positive figures for African- 
Guyanese. These data show about 79 per cent of this ethnic 
group at moderate to low levels of functional literacy and 11 per 
cent at high levels. The data for Indian-Guyanese show 13 per 
cent at the high level and 77 per cent at moderate to low levels. 
Again, the disadvantagement of Amerindians is revealed as only 
6 per cent is in the high category and 94 per cent in the middle to 
low categories (Table 29). 

Poverty and related data inform us on the extent to which eco¬ 
nomic processes marginalize ethnic groups. In this regard, data 
collected in the LSMS survey reveal that 43.2 per cent of the 
population fell below the poverty line and 27.7 per cent fell be¬ 
low the critical poverty line, that is. below the ability to even pro¬ 
vide food for survival. The data for the former reveal marked 
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variations by ethnicity. Fbr Afrlcan-Guyanese the proportion 
below the poverty line is the same as the national average (43 per 
cent). However, for the Amerindians, this figure reaches a stag¬ 
gering 88 per cent of their total population. For East Indians, the 
figure is 34 per cent and for the Mixed group. 44 per cent (Table 
30). 

Related data on nutrition among school children are revealing in 
a different way. Using the much criticised and disputed height- 
for>age (HA) and weight-for-age (WA) anthropometric measures. 
GAHEF discovered in a survey of school children completed dur¬ 
ing 1993. that African-Guyanese children were above the national 
average for both HA and WA measures. Indian-Guyanese were 
below in both, showing the lowest mean weight in the sample for 
the WA measure, while African-Guyanese children showed the 
highest mean weight. Amerindians were the shortest and also 
below the mean weight In the sample (Table 31). A follow up 
survey one year later produced similar findings. While 14 per 
cent of the sample had low HA measures, for African-Guyanese 
the percentage was only 7. as compared to 62. 12. and 10 for the 
Amerindian. Mixed and East Indian groups respectively. About 
8 per cent of the sample had low WH measures but. again for 
African-Guyanese. the figure was only 3 per cent. For East Indi¬ 
ans the figure was as high as 14 per cent, while for the Amerindi¬ 
ans there was a reversal in their fortunes, the figure was lowest 
at Just over one per cent (Table 32). 

There are two observations which I would like to make about 
recent economic performances. Firstly, the data above show the 
African-Guyanese work-force to be heavily centered in mining 
and quarrying, and the public sector, with the East Indian 
workforce heavily concentrated in agriculture, hunting and for¬ 
estry and in various service trades (Table 24). Nearly one-third 
of the East Indian work-force is in agriculture, euid half in the 
two other listed categories. The African-Guyanese have only 20 
per cent of their work-force in the two categories listed. Data on 
the recent overall growth of the economy and its sectoral per¬ 
formance are quite revealing, when compared with these results. 
Between 1988 and 1996. overall GDP (in constant 1988 prices) 
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Increased by 40 per cent. Measured on the same basis 
that: 


ll|[« 


• sugar expanded by 65 per cent; 

• lice expanded by 154 per cent: 

• forestry expanded by 186 per cent; 

• distribution and services expanded by 42 per cent; 

• Government’s growth was zero per cent; 

• mining and quarrying expanded by 52 per cent. 

Much of the growth, especially In rice, sugar and services, has 
occurred since 1991. There is a striking contrast, therefore, in 
the performance of the ethnic group predominantly in the Gov¬ 
ernment and the economic gains obtained by that group, before 
and after the 1992 elections. 


The second observation Is that, prior to the foreign exchange 
liberalisation and other ERP measures Introduced In 1991. a 
highly clandestine, and at the time illegal, economy flourished 
as a result of repressive Government economic measures directed 
at r^ulating the demand and supply of what were very scarce 
commodities. This clandestine economy was not dismantled as 
the economy became progressively liberalized. Instead it was 
transformed, and is now focused on six major areas: 


• Narco-economy, i.e.. the production and trafftck- 
ing in narcotics: 

• Money laundering; 

• ‘Back-tracking*, or body smuggling; 

• Commodity smuggling; 

• Gold smu^ing (this is being reduced as Gold 
Board regulations are being liberalized); and. 

• Makeshift construction firms and operators, de¬ 
signed to exploit public sector inftastructural 
project contracts. 

By their nature, no firm data exist about the details of these op¬ 
erations. However, based on media reports and informal sources, 
three points seem to emerge: 
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• That the prosperity of some local firms is based 
on linkages between this new form of the clan¬ 
destine economy and legitimate business. The 
appearance of prosperity, therefore, may have 
more to it than meets the eye. 

• Based on reports in the media and public discus¬ 
sion. most of the top level operators in this trans¬ 
formed clandestine economy carry East Indian 
names. 

• Based on similar reports, African-Guyanese 
names are prominent in street-running and the 
enforcement end of these activities, and also in 
supplying the ‘official* lines and access, without 
which these activities would not flourish. 

In conclusion. I draw attention to a few of the policy issues which 
arise from the above description and analysis. To begin with, it 
is clear that an essential requirement for intelligent action is the 
provision of appropriate databases from which one can act. This 
entails work in two principal directions, namely, keeping the al¬ 
ready available data sets up-to-date and current, as well as ex¬ 
panding these into new areas of coverage. As mentioned earlier, 
there is a misguided belief that the mere collection of socio-eco¬ 
nomic data by ethnic group is divisive. This is wrong. Without 
hard empirical information, fact, fantasy and stereotype all be¬ 
come intertwined and intelligent or rational action stifled. 

Secondly, without focussed and targeted action by the Govern¬ 
ment. the problems confronting the African-Guyanese commu¬ 
nity and indeed the impoverished sections of all communities 
will not be overcome. Community self-help, while essential to 
progress, cannot by itself overcome the many constraints which 
the data above indicate. Similarly, the market mechanism on its 
own cannot ensure enough trickle-down to secure an acceptable 
ethnic balance in the economy. To be effective, such Government 
action should have at least six major priorities: 
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• Youths, where the levels of unemployment are so 
high. How can young people be e:q;>ected to de¬ 
velop stable family/household structures, if so 
many are neither at work nor at school? 

• Education and skills, again focussed principally 
on youths. 

• The promotion of small business both through 
training and the provision of specially designed 
credit programmes. 

• Land reform. It is one of the paradoxes of Guy¬ 
ana that, despite the fact that every Government 
since 1953 has described itself as progressive, 
pro-poor and pro-worker and pro-farmer, no sys¬ 
tematic programme for the radical restructuring 
of our land ownership system has been put in 
place. A positive land reform strategy would be 
an important foundation on which to launch a 
programme for enhancing the productive assets 
at the disposal of poor and marginalized commu¬ 
nities. thereby benefiting the African-Guyanese 
community substantially. 

• No programme to enhance ethnic balance and 
security would proceed far without well-estab¬ 
lished public policies in support of affirmative 
action in such areas as employment and housing. 

To be effective, such policies will have to draw 
heavily on accurate databases, thereby reinforc¬ 
ing the urgency of the first set of priorities men¬ 
tioned above. 

• In addition to the above, a whole range of ‘multi¬ 
cultural policies’ will have to be put in place, rang¬ 
ing from the use of language in the public media 
to cultural education in schools and universities. 

Finally, the African-Guyanese community will have to contribute 
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throu^i Its own action as a community to its upUftment. A 
number of priorities flow from this. One is the importance of the 
promotion of our culture in enhancing self>identity. group cohe* 
siveness and non>confllctual modes of behaviour among African- 
Guyanese and between African-Guyanese and other ethnic groups. 
Another is the promotion of civic Organisations, from develop¬ 
mental NGOs to cooperatives within the African-Guyanese com¬ 
munity. And yet another is for umbrella Organisations such as 
African Cultural and Development Association (ACDA) to make 
their own contributions in the area of the economy. 

Why not, for example, promote the formation of an ACDA devel¬ 
opment bank? 
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Tables 


Tohte 14: fopuktUon Ceneue Data, 1946-1996 


Ysar 

1946 

1960 

1970 

1980 

1991 

1996 (esl) 

Amount (*000) 

375.7 

560.3 

701.7 

759.6 

723.8 

720.7 


Sount: Burtttu of Statistics. 


Table 18: foputatton: Regienat Dietribution of the Population 
1991 



Tabu 16: Population by Ethnicity: 1960, 1970,1980, and 1991 



Sptifce: Bunak qf Steiisiics, Staiisiical Yearbook, 1994. 
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Table 17: Population hy Ethnic Group of Head of Household (1992/93) 


Region 


Ethnic Group 



Indian 

(1) 

African 

(2) 

Chinese 

(3) 

Portuguese 

(4) 

Amerindian 

(5) 

Mixed 

(6) 

Total 

1 . 

Barima-Waini 

742 

1.599 

243 

162 

14,075 

1,769 

18,590 

2. 

Pomeroon-Supenaam 

23.234 

10.399 

« 

443 

5,728 

2.965 

42.769 

3, 

Essequibo Is-West Oemerara 

64.699 

19,001 

532 

156 

289 

6.651 

91,328 

4. 

Oemerara-Mahaica 

126.004 

142.226 

1.355 

2,981 

1,467 

23,034 

297,162 

5. 

Mahaica-Berbice 

29.643 

15.417 

52 

84 

2.383 

1.919 

49,498 

6. 

East Berbice-Corentyne 

106.192 

28,022 

125 

511 

2,380 

5,609 

142,839 

7. 

Cuyuni'Mazaruni 

2,425 

5,383 

24 

80 

4,614 

2.731 

15,342 

8. 

Potaro-Siparuni 

242 

538 


• 

4,218 

739 

5,737 

9. 

U. Takutu-U. Essequibo 

354 

1.226 

46 

• 

12,194 

1.265 

15,087 

10. 

U. Demerara • Berbice 

1.557 

31,806 

54 

234 

1,511 

3.872 

39,106 

Total 

355.092 

255,617 

2.433 

4.651 

48,859 

50,554 

717,458 

Per Cent 

49.49 

35.63 

0.34 

0.65 

6.81 

7.05 

100.00 


Source: Bureau of Stalisticx. HIES dalahase. 

Source: Calculated hy Author /iont Bureau of Statistics, H/ES database 1992-9}. 
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Table 18: foputatlon by Age Group, 1991 


Age Group (Years) 

Per cent of Total 

0-14 

34.8 

15-24 

22.0 

25-34 

17.2 

35-44 

11.1 

45-54 

6.6 

55-64 

4.2 

65+ 

4.1 


Source: Bureau of Siatistics. 


Table 19: Population by Ethnic Group omf by Age Group, 1992- 
1993 



Notes: ^Chinese. Portuguese and Other in HIES Classification 

Source Calculated by the Author from the Bureau of Statistics, HIES Database. 1992/199} 
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Table 20 : Population Distribution by Ethnic Group, 1992/1993 



Notes: ^Chinese. Portuguese and Other in HiES Classijication 

Source: Calculated by the Author from the Bureau of Statistics, HIES Oatohase, 1992/1993 
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Taby2J: EogmtationlHMtHbutiom^EerwoneJS^byEthtdeOrottp 
amtMaHlui Statue, J992/2993. 


Martial StPus 

AR Races 

Legal Union*** 

44.5 

Convnon Law 

16.7 

Single 

37.7 

Other* 

1.1 ! 

TOTAL 

100 ; 



African 


6.1 


17.0 


0.6 


100 


2.9 


6.2 


15.7 


1.7 


too 



100 


100 


100 


A/otes: * Hsrfmg asd Other 

** Ckinsst, Portuguese asd Other 

*** Married, Widowed, Drvorced and Separated 


According to HIES 
Ctassiftcation 


Source: Calculated by the Author from the Bureau of Statistics HIES database. 1992*93. 


Table 22 : Fopulation Dietributlon of fereone Economicatty 
Active and tnaetive by Ethnic OroupiutdAge Group (25 pears 
cmdoveti, 2992/2993. 



Notes: * Chinese, Portuguese, Other. 

Source: Calculated by the Author from the Bureau of Statistics HIES database 1992*93 
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Table23: Population Distribution of Employed Pe r so n s 1 5 Tettrs 
€md over by Ethnic Oroiq> and Employment Status, 1993/93. 


Race 

EMPLOYMENT STATUS 


Self- 

Regular 

Casual 

Total 


Employed 

Salaried 

Labour 


All Races of which; 

39.5 

52.4 

6.1 

100 

Indian 

39.8 

50.1 

10.1 

100 

African 

31.1 

62.6 

6.3 

100 

Amerindian 

75.0 

19.0 

6.0 

100 

Mixed 

42.3 

52.4 

5.3 

100 

Other* 

43.6 

53.2 

3.2 

100 


Note: *Chirtese. Portuguese and Other, in HIES classification. 

Source: Calculated by Author from the Bureau of Statistics HIES database. 


Table 24 : Unemployment by Ethnic Group 



I Age Group 

Unemptoyment Rale 15-19 I 20-24 25*29 


All Races 

Indian 

African 



1.7 

1.5 

3.6 


36.6 

36.1 

44.4 



9.5 

7.6 
24,4 



0.4 

9.7 

2.3 




Note: 

National female unemployment was I Ml I per cent com/Mired to M.4 for men. There muv u similar dis/Hihry 
between urban and rural areas where the figuie.s were 9.0 and H.2 i>er cent ivsfKxfively for men. and lb.2 
and 19.3 per cent respectively for women 


Sourte Calculated by Author from Bureau of Statistics. HIES datalmse 1992-93 
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Table2S: PoputaUonDietributlonof Employed Perwone IS yean 
and ever by Ethnic Qroup, Induetry and Employment Statue 


Industry 

Al 

Races 

Indian 

African 

Amer* 

Mixed 

Other 

Indian 


1. 

Agricultural. Hunting & Forestry 

27.1 

32.1 

13.1 

m 

22.2 

10.7 

2. 

HsNng 

mm 

4.9 


2.7 

1.7 

El 

3. 

Mining & Quarrying 


1.3 

7.0 

5.4 

6.3 

3.2 

4. 

Manufacturing 

11.2 

12.8 

10.6 

3.4 

10.1 

18.5 

5. 

Electricity, Gas & Water 

1.1 


1.8 


1.5 

1.4 

6. 

Cons^ction 

, 4.1 

1 _ 

4.2 

1 

4.6 

■a 

3.5 

1.4 

7. 

Wholesale & Retail Trade 

1^ 

18.2 

15.7 

2.1 

18.3 

30.0 

8. 

Hotels & Restaurants 

1.3 

1.1 

1.7 

0.5 

1.7 


9. 

Transport, Storage & 
Communications 

5.1 

5.7 

5.3 

0.9 

5.1 

6.1 

10. 

Financial Intermediation 

1.1 


lEl 


1.4 

1.5 

11. 

Real Estate. Rent & 

Business Activities 

2.0 

1.5 

2.9 

0.3 

2.4 

4.2 

12. 

Pub. Admin. & Defence, etc. 

7.4 

3.5 

13.4 

■a 

8.8 

8.5 

13. 

Education 

3.5 

2.3 

4.9 

ms 


2.2 

14. 

Health & Social Work 

El 


3.5 

1.2 

2.3 

1.0 

15. 

Other Com. Social & 

Personal Services 

■ 1 

4.0 : 

3.3 

5.2 

1.9 

4.9 


16. 

Private H.H. with 

Employed Persons 

3.6 

3.8 

3.7 

1.8 

3.6 

1.5 

17. 

Extra-territori^ Organisations & 
Bodies 

0.05 

0.04 

0.1 

• 

* 

• 

18. 

No Industry 

3.2 

3.2 

3.8 

1.7 

2.4 

1.8 

Total 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 






Note: ^Chinese, Portuguese and Other in HtES Classification 

Source: Calculated hy Author from lADB Labour Market Survey Report Statistical Annex. 1994 
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Table 26 : Population Distribution of Usually Employed** Persons IS Tears €md over, by Minle 
Group aruf Occupation, 1992/93. *, 



Occupation 

Indian 

African 

Amer¬ 

indian 

Mixed 

Other 

1. 

legislators, Senior Officials and 

Managers 

50.1 

33.9 

0.9 

11.2 

4.0 

2. 

Professionals 

31.8 

51.6 

5.7 

9.6 

0.9 

3. 

Technicians and Assistant Professionals 

26.4 

53.4 

7.4 

9.4 

1.4 

4. 

Clerks 

36.1 

51.4 

1.4 

9.5 

1.6 

5. 

Service Workers and Shop Sales Workers 

35.1 

52.9 

1.3 

9.1 

1.6 

6. 

Agricultural. Forestry and Fishery Workers 

46.9 

15.8 

30.1 

6.5 

0.5 

7. 

Craft and Retail Workers 

446 

42.7 

3.6 

7.5 

1.5 

B. 

Plant and Machine Operators and 
Assemblers 

54.9 

36.8 

2.1 

5.5 

0.6 

9. 

Elementary Occupations 

60.2 

29.0 

4.0 

6.0 

0.6 

10. 

Defence Force 

— 

97.0 

3.0 

~ 

— 

11. 

Not stated 

47.9 

41.8 

4.3 

5.3 

0.6 


Total 


V 

1 

1 

r 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 


Note: 

^Chinese. Fortuguese. and other in HIES classification. 

**UsuaUy employed in HIES definition comprises sel/^mployed. regular .salaried and casual labour. 
Source: Calculated by Author from the Bureau of Statistics. HIES Database. 
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The Situation of ^rican-Guyanese (n the Economy 

Table 27: Population Dietributlon of fereans IS yeare and over 
by Ethnic Group, Literacy and Gender* 



Notes: Chinese, Portuguese and Others 

Source: Calculated by the Author from Bureau of Statistics HIES Database, 1992/199J. 


Table 2S: Population Distribution of Persons IS years and over 
with Format Education by Gender and General Education 
Attainment 


Ethnic 

Group 


Below Primary Primary 


Secondary Graduate and 

Post Graduate 



Male Female Mate Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 


All Races 


Indian 


African 


20.8 


21.3 


17.9 


20.4 


21 . 


1 



Amerindian 36.0 


Mixed 


Other* 


19.9 


11.0 


37.3 


21.8 


11.0 


53.4 


57.3 


53.6 


58.9 


48. 


40.6 




E 


54.2 


58.2 


50.1 


57.6 


46.0 


9.5 


22.5 24.1 


20.4 


26.6 


5.1 


29.3 


48.4 


20 . 


30.8 


5.1 


30.8 


39.0 




1.3 


1.0 


1.9 


2.0 





i 


1.3 


0 . 


2 . 


.06 


1.3 


.5 


Total 

Male 

Female 

49.1 

50.9 

Eia 

49.5 

47.1 

52.9 

, 51.8 

48.2 

47.6 

52.4 

50.7 

49.3 


Note: ^Chinese, Portuguese and Other 


Sources: Calculated by Author from Bureau of Statistics. HIES Data hose 1992/1993 
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The Situation of Aftican^Guyanese in the Economy 

Table 39: Functional Literacy Levele by Ethnic Group 


Functional Literacy Level 

AIncan 

High (above 29.92 
or 77%) 

125 

10.9% 

Moderate (20.21-below 

29.92or51.8%-below 

77%) 

696 

60.7% 

Low (Below 20.21 
or 51.8%) 

326 
28.4 % 

Total 

1147 



Amer¬ 

indian 


Other 




Total 


55 

10 . 6 % 


7 7 5 354 

6.3% 12.5% 6.4% 11.5% 


762 343 


70 


29 


1927 


65 % 65.8 % 63.1 % 51.6 % 34.6 % 62.4 % 


256 123 


20 


46 



30.6 % 35.7 % 59.0 % 26.1 % 


1173 521 


111 


56 



Note: Missing cases 
Source 2. Jennings, et at.. 1995. 


Tiibte 30: Poverty (Head Coun^ by Ethnic Group 



Note 'Living in househo/Js headed hy ethnic group. 
Source World Bank. 1994 
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The Situation of African^Guyanese in the Economy 


Table 31: Mean and Standard Deviation (SDf of Meaturements 
ofFrimary School Entrante by Ethnic Qroupe, 1993* 



EntifB Sample 


Amerindian 


African 


East Ifxfian 


Other 




AGE(mth) 


.82 


72.91+-13.26 


71.68+• 7. 


72.57+. 6.15 


72.46+ - 9.97 


72.69+ • 18.28 



HEIGHT(cm) 

WEIGHT (kg) 

TOTAL 

112.03+-5.96 

18.19+-2.85 

3213 

IBT3WB1 

17.93+-2.76 

429 

113.34+-5.58 

18.81+-2.81 

1257 

111.63+-5.02 

17.25+-2.56 

1008 

113.11 +-6.64 

18.73+-3.07 

489 

112.51+-5.43 

18.45+-2.70 

30 


Vofej; Forrugyese asd Other 

Source: CAHEFNutrition SurvtlUance BmOefitt No.6, Apr. 1994. 


Tohle 32: Anthropometry by Ethnicity fl 994) 


Ethnic Group 

Anthropometry by Ethnicity 


Low Height for Age % 

Low Weight tor Age % 

Indian 

10.4 

14.3 

African 

75 

3.1 

Amerindian 

617 

1.5 

Mixed 

12.3 

4.3 


Note: National percentage of low Height for Age is IS. 7per cent ami low H'etght for .^ge is H / per cent 
Source: From data • CAHEF. Nutritional Sury/eUtance BuUerim No 7, Jon 1995 
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228.249.251.252.254.256.257. 
262. 265.267. 269.270.272.274. 


275.276.279.280.281.284.286. 
288.292.293.294.295.296.312. 
313.314.317.318.321.322.323. 
324.325.326.327.328.329.330. 
331.333.337.339.340.342.343. 
344.349.352.353. 355.356.357. 
360.366.368.370.426.427.428. 
429.430.431.432.433.434.435. 
436. 437, 438, 439. 440. 441,442 

• British Guiana (Constitution) 
Amendment Order'in-Councll 
330 

- British Guiana African Associa¬ 
tion 148 

- British Guiana Constitution Com¬ 
mission of 1927 329 

• British Guiana East Indian Asso- 
ciaUon (BGEIA) 293. 352, 355 

- British Guiana Labour Union 
(BGLU) 280. 313. 337 

Budget 236. 245. 308. 309 
Bulloms 16 
Bumbury 177 
Bureaucratlsation 373 
Burgher militia 296. 297 
Burkina Raiso 12 

Burnham. Forbes 339. 344. 345. 
362. 365. 369. 371. 372. 391 

• Anti-Burnham 395 

- Burnhamite PPP 344 
Burnham. Jessica 340 

Buxton 135. 207. 237. 238. 239. 
241. 356 

Bush Expeditions 32 
C 

Cable and wireless communications 
376 

Calcutta 156 
Callaert. Pieter 72 
Cambridge. C. 357 
Campaign of terror 388 
Campbell. Irene 331.333 
Canada 218.375 
Canal excavator 163 
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Canary Islands 208 
Canes 46. 144. 174. 199 
Canje fishery 58 
Canje Insurrection 80 
Canton 208 

Capital 28. 31. 143. 207, 253. 255. 
256.260.302.309,313,316.351, 

352, 375. 376. 384. 397. 403 
Capitalism vl.xlx. 69.256.313,355. 

362. 365. 374. 398. 399. 436 

• Capitalist managerial preroga¬ 
tives 397 

• Capitalist periphery 374. 380 
- Capitalist world econmny 380 

• Capitalists 252. 293. 338 
Caribt^an lx. xi. xlii. xlv. 19.20.21. 

22. 26. 27. 32. 34. 35. 36. 48. 60. 
64. 69. 70. 71. 72. 73. 77. 103. 
104. 105. 109. 113. 115. 137. 155. 
157. 197.218.220.222.223.224. 
225. 242.248.252.273.274.286. 
288.314.324.340.349.362.366. 
373.379.382.402.434.435.436. 
438. 439. 442 

• Caribbean islands 60. 218 
Carter. John 330. 337. 339. 346 
Carter. Keith 356 

Carter. Martin 341.356 
Caste 207 
Cendrecourt. 1. 357 
Census 34. 102.204.208.211.212, 
214.216.218.220.224.225.228. 
272. 403. 404. 405. 429 
Centipedlsm 266 

Central Board of Health 243. 245. 
247 

Central Board of Villages 240.243. 
245 

Ceramic Industry 11 
Chamberlin. D. 136 
Charbon 99 

Chase. Ashton 275. 294, 323. 339. 

353, 360. 368 
Chateau Margot 125.131 
Children 32. 41. 47. 59. 64. 65. 88. 

204.205.213.215.221.237.265. 


286. 333. 335. 343. 346. 410 
China 379 

• Chinese xv. 205. 209 

- Chinese immigrants 208 
Christian, Claude 347 
ChrisUanlty 114. 115. 121. 126. 

137. 435 

- Christian missionary enterprise 
109 

• Christianised slaves 114.115 

- Christmas 65. 67. 133 
Church 114. 115. 121. 123. 127. 

128. 134.151.153.190.191.352. 
395 

Civil disobedience 342. 379 
Civil liberties 389 
Civil Service 17. 148. 149 
Civil socie^ 380 
Clandestine economy 411.412 
Candestlne trading in slaves 204 
Clarke. Gedney Jr. 25 
Classes xvl.86. 124. 141. 150. 154. 
159. 164. 171. 182.246.251.252. 
257.260.263.268.272.304.307. 
308.331.332.333.354.361. 363. 
364. 373. 394. 395 

- bourgeois class 260. 375 

- class consciousness 374 

- class formation 374 

• class struggle 363.372.373.380 

• hegemonic class 373. 380 

- masterclass 39.65.77.81. 102 

• dominant class 380 

- middle class 154.246. 247.252. 
256. 267. 272. 302. 324. 352. 
434 

- petty bourgeoisie 397. 400 

• working class 277. 280. 281. 
283. 286. 287. 291 

- variegated class structure 373 
dementi. Cecil 318.319.321.323. 

325. 430 

dementia. Anna 62 

Clergy 191 

Clientellsm 400 

Cloth 11. 12. 13.65.66. 145 
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aotblng xiU. 41.42.49. 51.55.56. 

64. 65. 66. 67, 75. 164. 377. 426 
Coastland 360 
> coastal estate 59 
. coastal plantation belt 142 

• coastal strip 376 
Cob 153 

Code Nolr 49 

Coffee 24. 25. 29. 31. 59. 111. 261 
Cold War 366. 373 
Colleges 236.286 

- College of Electors 327 

• College of Financial Representa¬ 
tives 236. 298. 327. 328 

• Coll^ of Klezers 235. 236.247. 
296. 297. 298. 300. 327 

CoUlns. Gertrude Hyacinth 342 
Colonial administration 89. 100. 
171 

• colonial authorities 27. 51. 134. 
135. 148. 150. 236. 238. 241. 
244. 249.313. 371.372 

• colonial fund 297 

- colonial ofHce xl. 159. 162. 177. 
178. 196. 240. 251. 266. 268. 
272. 273. 274. 284. 287. 298. 
299. 302. 303. 307. 308. 309. 
310. 312. 314. 315. 316. 317. 
318. 320. 371. 372. 426 

- colonial secretary 117. 294. 295. 
317. 369 

•colonial state 171. 236. 241, 
248. 373. 375. 386 

• anti-colonial tradition 374 
Colour 70. 148. 153. 299. 327. 436 

•coloured 154 

• coloured group 301 

- coloured women 151 

- free coloured 32.33.56.99. 205 
Commandeur 296. 297 
Commerce 24. 178, 192. 280. 300. 

407 

•commercial 21. 137. 143. 155. 
188. 190. 299. 301. 305. 307. 
308, 310. 376, 377. 385. 432 

• commercial class 301, 307 


• commercial repurchase 376 

- mercantile firms 319 

- merchant-planter 236 

• merchants 144. 145. 146. 148. 
150, 267, 268. 269. 289. 290. 
301 

Commission 17.113.171. 172.270. 
272.273.275.283.292.295.303. 
306,312.314.315.317.318.319. 
320.322.323.324.325.326.329. 
330.339.364.365.392.427.429. 
432 

• franchise xvi. 235. 246. 247. 
267. 269. 286. 290. 299. 300. 
301. 304. 317. 323. 327. 329. 
330. 346. 352. 367 

• Royal Commission of 1897 270. 
303 

- Royal Commissioners 264. 271. 
273. 276 

• W^ddington Commission 339. 
364. 365 

Committee of Concerned Citizens 
390. 401 

Commonwealth Immigration Act 
217 

Communism 366 

- communist 287. 366. 373. 379 
Commuting 382 

Company Chest 297 
Company of the Royal Adventurers 
of England 22 
Concentration camp 69. 333 
Concept Plan of Redress 297 
Concubinage 157. 205 
Congo 3. 4. 10. 21.24. 61 

• Congolese 12 
Conspiracies 46. 109 
Constituencies 337. 339 
Constitution 

- 1891 reforms 300 

• Constitution of 1891 269 

- constitutional arrangement 296. 
317 

• constitutional change xvill. 274. 
316. 321. 323. 364. 378. 439. 
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' Constitutional Commission 317 

• Constltuto Crlmlnalis Carolina 
49 

Consumer prices 383 
Contraception 221 
Coolies 186, 192, 195. 441 
Co-operative 374. 375. 377. 378. 

397. 398. 401. 402. 434. 435 
Co-operative socialism (see Ideology) 
Corentyne 81.89.93.99. 100. 101. 

147. 360 
Corruption 399 

Cotton 11. 12. 25. 27. 29. 31. 65. 

111. 113, 261 
Court of Appeal 389 
Court of Justice 50,59. 102 
Court of Policy xl. 37. 47. 48. 50. 
59. 79. 86. 87. 88. 117. 118. 119. 
133. 134. 162. 177. 181.235.236. 
276. 296.297.298.300.310.311. 
312.317.318.319.321.327.328. 
429. 430 

Covenant on Social Economic and 
Cultural Rights 387 
Craftsmen 11.147. 152.217 
Creche 338 

Credit 27. 28. 29. 124. 141. 146. 

189. 190. 289. 403. 413 
Creole v. xll. xvl. 45. 84.94.95. 109. 
131. 141. 142. 143. 144. 145. 146. 
147. 148. 149. 150. 151. 152. 153. 
154. 155, 156. 157. 182. 185. 187. 
189. 196. 205. 206. 208. 209. 
210. 223. 228.249.260.299.300, 
433 

• Creole villagers 144 

Crime 17. 51. 70. 149. 156. 265. 
266. 396 

' Criminal Justice 52. 79 

• Criminal Law Bill 389 
Critchlow. Hubert 278. 293. 329. 

335, 337 

Croal. Captain 113 

Crown A^nts 309. 314. 325 

Crown Colony Governments 243 


Cuba xlU. 210. 378. 379, 382 
Cutfy 83. 125 

Culture 13. 43. 153. 154. 155. 174. 
186.267.352.359.368.395.414. 
441 

- cultural heritage 154 

- cultural identity 154 


Da Costa. E. 136 
Da Silva, Clementina 350 
Dageraad 84. 85. 89.91.92.93. 94. 
95 

D’Aguiar. Peter 346 
Dalton. Henry 151. 156 
Daly. PH. 337. 346 
Daniel 125. 197 
Darke. Ft. Bernard 396 
Darwin, Charles 1 
Davis. Evilina 332 
Deaths xv. 62. 188. 204. 206. 207. 
211. 212. 215, 216. 223 

- death rate 212. 214. 216. 223. 
265 

Debt 113. 144. 240. 242. 244. 245. 
292. 309. 314. 376. 383. 385 

- debt burden 242. 245 

• debt charges 385 

• debt relief 245 

• indebtedness 309 
Dehciency Laws 33. 48 
Deficits 308. 314 
Deflationary policies 385 
Demerara v. vil. xii, xlv. 19. 22. 25. 

26. 27. 28. 29. 30. 31. 32. 33, 34. 
36. 37. 48. 49. 50. 52. 53. 58. 59. 
65. 66. 68. 71. 72. 73. 75. 77. 78. 
79.80.85. 86, 87.88.89.99. 100. 
103. 107. 109. no. 111. 113. 114. 
115. 116. 117. 118. 120. 121. 124. 
131. 132. 133. 134. 135. 136, 137. 
138. 155.156. 168.169.185. 191. 
192. 210.237.253.259.260. 263. 
272.289.293.297.321.322.342. 
345. 346.360.362.426.428.431. 
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432. 433. 435. 439. 440. 442 

• Demerara Bauxite Company (see 
Bauxite) 

• Demerara Rifle Corps 113 

. Demerara YbuthRaUy(DYR) 362 

• Demerary 26. 35. 36. 37. 136. 
139. 199, 426. 430. 436 

• East Coast Demerara 131. 136 
de Salve. Colonel 102 
Desertions 50 

Development programme 307. 377 
Devontsh, Hilda 337 
Devonshire Castle 177 
Dey, Esther 331. 340. 342. 343 
Diamond 147 

DlcUtorshlp 378. 390. 395. 397. 
400 

Director-General 25. 87. 392 
Diseases 44. 59. 61. 85. 206. 214. 
265. 434 

Disobedience campaign 342 
Doctors 46. 70. 72. 75. 149. 152. 
382. 441 

Domestics xill. 66. 147. 331. 333. 
335. 345 

Drainage xvl. 141. 143. 146. 180. 
214. 236. 237.238. 239.244. 245. 
246. 263. 300. 339. 376 

- drainage and Irrigation 300.339. 
376 

• drainage canals 237 

Drivers 46. 53. 71. 117. 118. 147. 

340. 341 
Drought 59. 179 
Drug manufacture 376 
Dublin. Edward 396 
Dutch xl. xll. xlll. xlx. 19. 20. 21.22. 
23. 24. 25. 26. 27. 28. 29. 30. 31. 
33. 35. 36. 37. 39. 45. 49. 55. 57. 
58. 61. 62. 64. 66. 68. 69. 70. 72. 
77. 88. 103, 104. 105, 107. 147, 
235. 237.252. 296.321.431.435. 
438. 440 

• Dutch Caribbean 77 

- Dutch Constitution 235 

- Dutch occupation 19 


• Dutch period 64. 68 

- Dutch settlers 20. 23 

- Dutch trade 21. 22, 26. 27 

' Dutch West India Company 21. 
22. 23. 28. 45. 296 

• Holland 25.27.62.66.156.322. 
323. 427. 429 

- States General of the Netherlands 
87 

Dykes 237 

Dysentery 44. 67. 79. 85. 92 


East Indians (see Indians) 
Economy xlx. xvl, 8.30.43. 78. 141. 
143. 145. 146. 153. 162. 173. 186, 
207.222.224.251. 252.255. 256. 
260.267.268.269.270.272.274. 
299.300.305.307.308.309.313. 
314.324.338.354.375.376. 377. 
380.381.386.387.395.400. 403. 
409. 410. 411. 412. 414. 434. 438. 
439 

- economic assistance 315. 320 

- economic conditions xlx. 78. 
150. 243. 269. 280. 281 

- economic crisis 27. 292. 308. 
309. 381. 383. 384. 387 

• economic dlverslflcatlon 255. 
268. 270. 271. 273 

- economic planning 377 

- economic recovery 307. 309. 
316 

Education vlll. 14. 216. 221. 223. 
291.331.332. 338.343.344,352. 
353.363.364. 382.396.408.409. 
413. 441 

■teachers 114. 124. 125. 147. 
152. 340. 364 

• teaching profession 216 

- teaching slaves 46 

- technical school 335 
Edun. Ayube 293. 356 
Elections 

• 1947 elecUons 331. 336. 337. 
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339 

• 1953 elecdons 358. 367. 371 
' 1961 elections 372 

• 1992 elections 411 

• elected representatives 245.310. 
311. 312. 315. 316. 317. 319 

' Elections Commission 392 

• electorate 220. 235. 269. 300. 
301. 304. 338. 340. 379 

• open balloting 303 

• open voting 300 

• ri^ed elections 378. 379 

- secret ballot 247 
Electricity 382, 385 
Elizabeth 83 

Emancipation xU. xiv. xv. xvl. xvli. 
xix. 35. 117. 123. 125. 136. 141. 
143. 144.145. 147.150. 151. 152. 
153. 155. 158. 159. 161. 166. 167. 
169. 176. 177. 179.201.204.205. 
206.208.210.222.223.235.236. 
246, 248.249.251.252.254.255. 
257. 260.261.264,273.299.322. 
435.437. 440 

• Emancipation Act 176 
Emergency regulations 341 
Employed persons viii. 408 
Employment viii. 148. 149. 166. 

168. 178. 181. 199.252.263.264. 
280.285.313.335.343.344.365. 
382.387. 406.407. 408.413.430 

- under-employment 149 

- unemployment viii. xviil. 263, 
277. 285. 288. 308. 313. 343. 
380. 383. 407. 413 

Enloe 219.220.224.438 
Entertainment 216 
Epidemic 79. 80. 215 
Essequibo 77. 78. 87. 88. 89, 99, 
103, 107, 109 

- Essequibo Coast 158, 360 

- Essequibo-Demerara code of 
1784 58,65 

Estates 26. 29, 31, 33. 45. 58. 59. 
60. 63. 81.83. 84. 85.87. 89. 93. 
94. 96. 97. 100. 101. 113, 115. 


116.125,127.129.142.143.149. 
160.161.162.164.165.166.168, 
169.174.175.178.179,180,183. 
185.187.188.189.190.206.207. 
214.235.245.248.252.253.257. 
258.261.262.263.272.273.279. 
301. 340. 375 

- estate properties 181 
Ethnicity 98. 105. 207. 216. 318. 

405, 406. 408. 410. 435 

- ethnic differences 372,374,389 
European xU. 1.2.3.4.6.7.10.13. 

14. 15. 16. 20. 22. 39. 43. 55. 77. 
87. 92. 107. 152. 153. 169. 209. 
217. 304.318.319 

- Europeans xv. 1. 3. 12. 16. 41. 
170. 208. 301 

Executive Committee 357. 393 
Executive Council 300. 304, 310. 
311.312.316.318.319.332.336. 
349. 352 

Export 6.7. 15.28.31.45. 158.253. 
254. 261.375. 383. 384 

- exp>ort duty 261 

- export supply Increases 384 

- e3q>ort trade 7. 15 

r 

Factory 110. 111. 147. 206, 253 
F^la. PN. 350 
Fecundity xv. 217. 222 
Feeding, clothing and housing 377 
Fbrnandes. John 337. 339 
PertUity 143. 201. 203. 204. 206. 
211.213.214.216.217.220.221. 
223. 225. 233. 436 
Financial crisis 179.188 
Financial situation 313.315 
Fines 167 
FlngaU.V 357 

Fire 1. 16. 54. 101. 104. 129. 130. 

132. 181. 163.313. 334 
Fiscal 86. 117. 120. 297 
Fish 56. 57. 62. 200. 260 
• ftsheries 46. 57, 56 
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Fishing 9. 10. 57. 170. 421 
Flooding 143.237.246,263 
• flooded lands 144 


• flooding of village lands 246 


Flour 58. 60. 145, 164. 260 
Fhod 8.61.73.74.439 


• food productloo 8. 10. 381 

• provision grounds 58. 59. 63. 
84,89. 94. 101. 161.200 

Fbrde. Eudora Theresa 350 
Forei^ companies 360 
Fbrelgn exchange 376. 380. 384. 
385. 386. 400. 411 


Foreign policy 378. 379 
Fbrest 3.4. 7.8.9. 11. 15.61. 101 
•forestry 408.410.411.421.423 
- forests 61 


Forts 45.71 

•FortNassau 80.84.86.93. 101. 
104 


• Fort St.Andrles 85. 90 
Fortuljn (Fortuln) 83 
Foundries 376 

Fowler. I. 331 
France 21. 27 

• French 3. 12. 24. 25. 27. 31.36. 
49. 77. 110. 435 


FVaser. Aubrey 362 
Freedmen 159. 160. 161 
Freedom xv. 32. 51. 67. 68. 75. 78. 
79. 80. 94. 102. 109. 117. 118. 
119. 123. 124. 126. 127. 128. 129. 
130. 131. 158. 160. 161. 162. 176. 
190.242.248.368.399.400.402. 
439 


O 

Gaskin, Winifred 331. 332, 333. 

340. 346. 350. 356 
Georgetown 103, 104. 114. 125. 
126.127.128.129.130.131. 132. 
133.136.138.147. 155.156.157. 
182.193.195.211.216.217.224. 
225.236.238.251.260.263.264. 
265.266.268.269.272.274.275. 


277.279.280.281.282.283.284. 
286,287.289.294.321.323.324. 
331.332.333.336.337,345.346. 
347 

• Georgetown merchants 268 

• Georgetown Ibwn Council 347 
GighoU. George 215 
Gladstone. Jack 113. 120.125. 126 
Goddett. Hyacinth 350 

Gold 5.6.7. 11. 12. 15.21.35.95. 
147.255.256.257.258.259.261. 
262.268.270.273.274.275.411. 
431. 440 

• Gold Coast 21. 35. 95 

• gold mining 259 
Golden Grove 246 
Gonsalves. Joseph 337. 347 
Goussarl 98. 101. 102 
Government 

• Government Analyst 345 

• Government House 67. 281.341 

• Government Secretary 58, 86. 
163. 172. 181. 193. 196. 197. 
269 

• Government slaves 66. 75 

• nominated seats 338 

• Public Service Commission 392 

• Public Works Department xl. 244 

• Self-Government 242. 248, 290. 
317. 348. 365. 367. 438. 442 

• Senate 346 

• Interim Government 342. 343. 
344 

Governors 135. 142. 145. 148.244. 
252. 266. 271. 311. 312 

• Barkly. Henry 185. 235. 249. 
427 

• CoUet. Wilfred 281. 311 

• Cgerton. Sir Walter 315. 325. 
430 

• Gormanston. N^ount 302 

• Hemming. Augustus 255. 263. 
271. 273. 427 

• Hlncks. Francis 239. 249. 427 

• Hodgson. FVederlc 269 

' Irving, Henry 244. 250. 268. 
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302. 427 

- Ltgbt Henry 163.192.195.323. 
437 


Murray. John 115. 139. 430 
RodweU.CecU 317 
Renlson. Patrick 345 
Savage, Alfred 345 
Swettenbam, James 269 
Wodehouse. Philip 146 
Gratuities 160. 161. 165. 166. 167. 
168. 175. 199 

Grey. Earl 178. 195. 198. 273 
Gross domestic product 381 
Guiana Industrial Workers Union 


352 

Guilder 185 


Guinea 4. 6. 8. 10. 11. 16. 17. 35. 
70. 435. 436 

Guyana 19. 20. 30. 35. 37. 42. 44. 
45. 49. 56. 60. 61. 62. 63. 64. 71. 
74. 233. 277. 294. 314. 315. 318. 
321. 348. 349 

• Guyana Agricultural and General 
Workers' Union 374 

• Guyana Bar Association 389 

• Guyana coast 44 

• Guyana National Co-operative 
Bank 377 


- Guyanisation 343, 348 

• National Elections 327. 336. 
344. 390. 391 

• National Independence 357 

• National Independence Move¬ 
ment 371 

• national policy 386 


Harkenroth 86 
Harris. Johanna 332. 333 
Hart. R.B.O. 339 
Haynes. Richard 236. 247 
Health 56. 67. 79. 143. 352. 382. 
408 

• cholera 206. 208. 214. 223 

• health conditions 207 


• medical care 110. 223 

- medical facilities 214. 218 

• small-pox 208. 223 
Heape.W.L. 333 

Hemisphere 35. 41. 379. 433. 435. 
438. 

Hermanus. HUbertus Post 114 
Hindus 156. 205 

Hinterland 1. 10. 33. 45. 46. 103. 

131. 142. 205.218.360 
Housing 165.216.218.265 

- housing conditions 213, 332 
Hubbard. Jocelyn 338. 339. 353 
Human rights xl. 248.356.366.379. 

387. 388. 389. 391. 401. 402 
•oppression 70. 78. 170. 186. 
191. 241. 248. 354. 386. 436 

• suppression of human rights 379 

- Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights 387 


1 

Ideology 70. 351. 352. 354. 362. 
364. 375. 380 

• co-operative Socialism 377.378. 
398. 402. 435 

- socialism 353. 354. 355. 358. 
377. 378. 384. 397. 398. 399. 
400. 402. 435. 436. 441 

Imperialism 3. 154. 244, 363. 373 

- Imperial Criminal Code 49 

- imperial trusteeship 244 
Import duties 163. 164. 260 
Imported labourers 186 
Indentureship 203.205.213 

• indentiu*^ Immigrants 147.273 

• indentured immigration 204. 
404 

Independence xv. xviil. xix. 3. 126. 
141. 142. 144. 162. 163.205.218. 
219.220.236.257.356.357.358. 
368. 370. 371. 372. 373. 374. 
379. 381. 384. 430 
- independence settlement 372.373 
India xl. 21. 22. 23. 24. 28. 38. 45. 
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156.195.264.272.281,295.296, 
326. 382. 432 

• Indian Ocean 6 

> Indian sub-continent 314 
Indians xv. 45. 49, 62. 80. 89. 157. 
197. 201. 203. 208. 210. 212. 213. 
214. 215. 216. 217, 220. 221. 222. 
225, 281. 304. 311. 347, 361. 362. 
364, 371. 404. 405. 406, 407. 408. 
409. 410. 437. 440 
Industrial relatlcMis 386. 387 
Infisnt mortality 204.207.214.223. 
265 

Infanticide xUl. 223 
InOaUon 380. 383. 385. 386 
Inspector General 186. 294. 295 
Inspector of Villages 243.250.427 
Insurance 286. 335. 338. 407 
insurgency 51. 69 
Insurrection xlv. 80.81.83. 87. 92. 

107, 121. 124. 129, 131. 135 
Intellectuals 352. 354. 356 
Interior (see Hinterland) 

Invalids 46 
Ireland. W.A. 270 
IrrlgaUon 10. 45. 300, 339. 376 
Islam 14 

Ithaca 71. 136. 241 
Itunl 360 

J 

Jagan. Cheddt 339, 341, 344, 353. 
362. 365. 369, 370. 371. 373 

• Jaganlte PPP 344 

Jagan. Janet 331. 332. 334. 336. 
337.338.339.340.341.345.346. 
347.349.350.353.356.357.359. 
360. 367. 368. 369, 370. 436 
Jamaican xlv, 34. 105, 137. 140. 
181. 195. 196.284.325.434.435. 
441 

Jardlm. Anne 346. 347 

Jeffers. Audr^ 331 

Jeffrey. Lionel 356 

Jobs 46. 147. 148. 149. 173. 191. 


207.214.216.217.285.330.343. 
407 

John. Caroline 346 
Jonestown 396 

Joseph 125. 126. 129. 197, 323. 

325. 337. 356. 362. 429 
Judiciary 51. 379. 388, 392 
' Judicial Service Commission 
392 

Justices of the Peace 171 


K 

Kallo. Betty 338 
Karran. Ram 357, 360 
Kasai 3 

Kawal. Radhika 331 

Kennard. E. 357 

King, Sidney 356. 360. 368 
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